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ABSTRACT
The Making of a Bilingual University in the 21st Century
By
Mike Mena
Advisor: Angela Reyes
At the southernmost tip of Texas, the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV)
opened its doors on August 31, 2015 as a ‘bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate’ campus—the only
one of its kind and at a scale never before attempted in the United States. This is a categorical
achievement in the near 200 year-long quest for the educational advancement of Latinxs in
Texas—a state historically structured by white supremacist ideologies, violent economic and
political disenfranchisement, as well as a racially segregated education system designed to
maintain exploitative labor practices (Montejano 1987; González 1990, 2013, 1999; Blanton
2004). This constitutes the racializing ground on which UTRGV was built upon, which often
positions Latinxs, Mexicans, and the Spanish language as threats to American life (Santa Ana
2002; Ruiz 2017[2006]; Zentella 2009; Rosa 2016; Chavez 2008). This places the university in a
precarious political position: it must present the Spanish language and English-Spanish
bilingualism as non-threatening to American social life.
My research asks: 1) How do various university actors (students, instructors,
administrators) understand what bilingualism is? 2) How is this understanding related to
questions of racial and economic value? 3) How do these racial and economic values attach to
language and their speakers? To answer such questions, I take a semiotic approach to race and
language (Dick & Wirtz 2011; Urciuoli 1996; Smalls 2020; Reyes 2021; Rosa 2019). This
research illustrates how commonly deployed constructions of language and language use (such
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as “academic language” and “bilingualism”) were highly contested categories mediated by
“raciolinguistic ideologies,” which entail the perspective of the “white listening subject,” a mode
of perception that enacts and reproduces ideologies of race and language, often based on
idealized white middle-class norms (Flores & Rosa 2015). This year-long ethnographic
investigation relied upon interviews and participant observations to analyze how university
actors deploy, leverage, and/or ignore such categories and their underlying ideologies to achieve
particular ends, which might include contexts as wide-ranging as everyday personal interactions
between individuals as well as large-scale marketing strategies meant for international audiences.
This research found that historically descendant racializing ideologies designed to disenfranchise
Latinxs continued to operate at the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley.
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PREFACE:
ALL THE WORST-CASE SENARIOS

“All the worst-case scenarios we might have talked about in other places that did or
didn’t arrive […] all of the worst-case scenarios are active right now in the Rio Grande Valley
of South Texas.”
-Rachel Maddow
(The Rachel Maddow Show, aired July 24, 2020)

Like many researchers, in March 2020 I was left scrambling to piece back together a
meticulously planned ethnographic project when the spread of Covid-19 led to a nation-wide
“lock down”— from coffeeshops, to airports, to educational institutions, including the university
I had chosen as my ethnographic field site. For the 2020-2021 academic year, I had planned to
relocate from New York back home, and only 20 minutes away from the field site and my
hometown university: The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV). UTRGV is
geographically located in The Rio Grande Valley of South Texas. And, I’m from the Valley, as
we Valley-ites say.
No academic training could have prepared me for such a catastrophic global context, one
driven by fear, sickness and death. My New York downstairs apartment neighbor George died
from the virus in his bed. He was not discovered for over a week. This means, that for 9 days, I
was sleeping with a dead body directly underneath me on the next floor—and, if I think hard
enough, I can still conjure up the sour odor that bothered me each night. I had planned to conduct
ethnographic research in-person, moving into my parent’s back room—not a luxurious place, but
would be rent-free and only a 20-minute drive to the university. It was perfect for my financial
situation. As months went by, as the virus continued to spread, UTRGV announced it would
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close the campus that Fall semester and all instruction would be moved online. Little did we
know that the virus was only beginning to pick up momentum.
On July 24, 2020, nightly news anchor Rachel Maddow proclaimed that that evening she
would do her best to call attention to the Covid-19 catastrophe in the Rio Grande Valley, what
she described as a neglected, undeclared “national emergency” and all the “worst-case scenarios”
at the same time. Rachel reported on the collapse of the hospital in my hometown of McAllen,
Texas, which, on that news night, had five trailers of dead bodies in refrigerated trucks in the
parking lot. All that ran through my mind was how my mom, my stepdad and my sister lived just
a few minutes away and would be driving by the dystopic scene everyday—trailers holding
hundreds of dead people—my people, Valley-ites. Rachel continued her report on how Valley
hospitals were now screening for a so-called “survival potential”—meaning, hospitals began
deciding whether or not to accept a sick person, or to send them home, in all likelihood, to die.
Funeral homes were overflowing. Local burial services would be delayed for weeks and months.
The infrastructure that took care of our dead had collapsed—too many people died too fast.
I turned off the TV mid-report, fully panicked, and immediately called my mom to talk
her through everything I knew about how the virus spread. The next day, it appears that she
attempted to do some medical research herself, after all she was a retired registered nurse (RN).
She sent me a panicked text with a “news article” she found online. It advised readers to “hold
their breath as long as they could” while entering buildings and when passing people on
sidewalks. Her texts, full of typos, said something like: I can’t do this, I can’t! My asthma! I
can’t do this! The article had constructed a personalized, perfectly dystopic vision of the world
just for mom. It was a world where people with asthma were sure to die. The article looked real.
It looked just like any news article that might have been published by the New York Times or the
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Huffington Post, complete with footnotes and advertisements. Of course, all the medical citations
were links to rightwing misinformation warning of government conspiracies that would take
away “our freedom” via the Covid-19 “hoax.”
This was a dangerous moment. Only today do I realize that my mom could have easily
fallen victim to Qanon-esque conspiracy theories that have proven to be seductive to people
fearing for their lives. After all, I would completely understand how claims of a Covid-19 “hoax”
would have been far less terrifying to my mom than the instructions in the hold-your-breath
article. I reassured her the article was misinformation. Her texting stopped for a few minutes,
which was uncharacteristic. Mom likes to have complete text conversations with a sign off, with
a “love you, hito” text at the end. A few minutes pass and my phone starts ringing. I answered
with “Mom?” After two long seconds of silence, I ask, “Hello? Are you there?” Finally, she
asked, “Why would somebody do this?” I know what mom sounds like when she’s upset. She
wasn’t angry. She was wounded—she’d been had, she’d been fooled. I did what I could to
comfort her. I played up my angry voice, insisting that the article was written by people called
“trolls”—probably just some stupid-ass teenagers. Quickly, I developed very strict parameters
on-the-spot for her personal research, instructing her to text me if she had questions and only
read articles published by CNN or directly from the CDC, outlets I knew mom was familiar with.
I would next text my younger sister to closely monitor everything mom was looking at online.
The world was terrifying. At various points, the Rio Grande Valley was ravaged by the
virus, thousands and thousands died. And, the Valley, as my mom says, is a very, very small
world. I’ve always hated grocery shopping there because I’d be guaranteed to see at least a few
people I knew. I began imagining that people were missing from the grocery store. Then again,
maybe they weren’t missing. Maybe they were laying in those refrigerated trailers just a couple
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miles down the road. In the Valley, it seems that everyone knew someone that died, or almost
died, or was too scared to leave their homes, or had friendships fade away from lack of contact.
Many of my family members contracted Covid, and each time was terrifying. My immediate
family members went on a long-term self-imposed “lockdown” out of fear, caution, and autoimmune disorders. My saddest moment was when one of my Valley musician friends died. His
name was Jason. His death sent a shock through the entire Valley music scene. His Facebook
page remains an active community memorial two years later, and regularly receives loving
comments directed at him, his wife and children. For weeks I wondered if my buddy was laying
in one of the refrigerated trailers. I couldn’t stop the grizzly thoughts. Nothing felt fair, or right,
or normal.
That Fall 2020 semester would mark the transition to remote learning at all levels of
education, where students were learning through webcams. I conducted all my research over
about one academic school year—from Fall 2020 into Summer 2021. To begin putting my
research project back together, I called upon all my previous university relationships from when
I was a student at UTRGV. To be clear, this was not out of a sense of “recovery” from the
trauma of the pandemic, it was too soon for that. In terms of research participants recounting the
experience of Covid-19 and the switch to online courses, this was not discussed more than in
passing. The mere mention of Covid-19 drastically changed the tone of the interviews. Simply
put, I realized that Valley-ites were in mourning—my people were in mourning. It was not a
topic people were ready to talk about.
While I attempted to draw out some student commentary toward the beginning of the data
collection phase in Fall 2020, I decided it was not the right time to ask. In avoiding Covid-19 and
its impact on university life, I found the conversations going in directions more about family and
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language in society in general. In this sense, chapter three feels like a research project on the
regional Latinx social practice of naming, as opposed to the university experience being central
to the chapter itself. In a similar way, chapter four feels like research on the differing perception
of bilingualism in educational institutions, but with equal weight talking about language use at
home with family, as well as growing up attending Rio Grande Valley public schools and
UTRGV. In chapter five, I spoke to two faculty administrators that were willing to discuss the
institutional effects of the virus, but those conversations constitute the limited depth of talk about
the pandemic itself.
The research presented in the following pages was conducted during all the worst-case
scenarios at the same time. As of the summer of 2022, things in the Valley have gotten better,
but unvaccinated family members are still not allowed in mom and dad’s house.
Nothing feels normal, but at least the trailers are gone.
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CHAPTER ONE:
FIELDSITE AND METHODOLOGY

Introducing the ethnographic field site
At the southernmost tip of Texas, the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV)
opened its doors on August 31, 2015 as a “bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate” campus—the only
one of its kind and at a scale never before attempted in the United States. At the time of this
research—and, unlike most American universities that limit bilingual curricula and instruction to
foreign language, bilingual education, or creative writing departments—UTRGV offered 188
classes in Spanish or in bilingual format across disciplines, from physics to American history.
This is a categorical achievement in the near 200 year-long quest for the educational
advancement of Latinxs in Texas—a state historically structured by violent economic and
political disenfranchisement as well as a racially segregated education system designed to
maintain exploitative labor practices (Montejano 1987; González 1990, 1999, 2013; Blanton
2004). In other words, the opening of a major ‘bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate’ university in
the state of Texas was, to vastly understate, unlikely. Just a few months before the opening of
UTRGV, Donald J. Trump, would announce his presidential run while speaking of Mexicans as
“bringing crime” and as “rapists.” He would soon become President of the United States in 2016.
Such racializing ideologies—specifically that Latinos are threats to American life (Santa Ana
2002; Ruiz 2017[2006]; Zentella 2009; Rosa 2016; Chavez 2008)—are not new, but the
racializing ground on which UTRGV opened its doors as a bilingual university.
In this research, I situate UTRGV within historically descendant racializing ideologies
while analyzing how they interact with contemporary marketplace rationalities. These late
capitalist and neoliberal discourses are imagined to organize and resignify common dimensions
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of social life (Brown 2015; Foucault 2004; Dartot and Daval 2013). For example, scholars have
noted how neoliberal discourses have afforded the resignification of language via educational
institutions, specifically that language and language skills can be learned and commodified, and
therefore subject to valuation on the global marketplace (for edited volume on education, see
Flubacher & Del Percio 2017; for other institutional arenas, see Cavanaugh & Shankar 2014;
Heller 2003, 2010; Heller & Duchȇne 2012; Martín Rojo & Del Percio 2019). While this is an
observable phenomenon, I deviate from more recent neoliberal understandings of what might be
happening at UTRGV as I am more interested in connecting the current political era and its
effects to the longer history of white supremacy, Mexicans and the Spanish language in the
United States.
The south Texas geographic area has been historically constructed as a haven of EnglishSpanish bilingual speakers. At UTRGV, local Spanish-users were institutionally constituted as
competitive, market-oriented racialized subjects with a competitive set of language “resources”
in the twenty-first century (Flubacher & Del Percio 2017; Martín Rojo & Del Percio 2019). This
resignification of the Spanish-user and the Spanish language (as “resource”) has transformed the
conceptual terrain on which the regional Latinx struggle for equity is grounded. But, as I will
illustrate in the coming chapters, the language-as-resource discourse has been deployed other
times in history. Therefore, I resist framing recent re-articulations of the language-as-resource
discourse as a “new” phenomena, for its so-called “newness” is only “new” within a specific way
of perceiving what is happening (Reyes 2014). In this case, I believe presenting the language-asresource discourse, or more specifically, the Spanish-as-resource discourse as a “new”
phenomena unique to neoliberal understandings of the university risks the ongoing erasure of the
racial and political histories of Spanish and Latinxs in the United States. Indeed, Spanish has
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been conceptualized as an economic and political resource many times throughout American
history (del Valle & Garcia 2013; Dubord 2013; Martinez 2013; Lozano 2013).
UTRGV continues to be in a precarious position: it must present the Spanish language
and English-Spanish bilingualism as non-threatening to American social life. In doing so, the
university, to some degree, must side-step acknowledging the parameters of anti-immigrant and
anti-Mexican ideologies and foreground English-Spanish bilingualism as economically
beneficial to the nation. However, if the concepts “language” and “bilingualism” remain solely
limited to what is acceptable to forms of late capitalism—for example, subsuming concepts like
“race” and “language” into celebratory “diversity” discourses—my research asserts such
conceptualizations will not work to expand Latinx social mobility or work against virulent antiimmigrant sentiment. This is because if “languages” are treated as separate from their users, it is
possible to destigmatize the language without destigmatizing the language-user—that is, treating
language(s) as pure objects of economic value in combination with treating language as though it
were separate from its users will work to re-articulate and re-activate the racial hierarchies and
inequalities already systemic to social life in the United States. This research asks:
1) How do various university actors (students, instructors, administrators) understand
what bilingualism is?
2) How is this understanding related to questions of racial and economic value?
3) How do these racial and economic values attach to language and their speakers?

Method and Methodology
This research seeks to understand the personal and institutional dynamics through which
racialization of groups and their linguistic practices are achieved, as well as critically approach
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the broader structures that rationalize such racial and linguistic hierarchies. To accomplish this
task, I use Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Latino/a Critical Race Theory (LatCrit)
methodologies to better understand how educational institutions, and universities in particular,
operate in contradictory ways, with the “potential to oppress and marginalize, while also
emancipating and empowering” (Villalpando 2003:624; also see, Ladson-Billings & Tate IV
1995; Ladson-Billings 1998). In this section, I explain the rationale behind the decision to
employ CRT and LatCrit methodologies. But first I briefly draw a loose distinction between the
overlapping concepts of method and methodology, which I turn to next.
Methods generally refer to the techniques and strategies researchers employ during data
collection. Following linguistic anthropological precedent, the two data collection methods I
used were interviews and participant observation (Duranti 1997; Hammersley & Atkinson 1995).
From Fall 2020 through Summer 2021 of the academic calendar, I collected 27 semi-structured
interviews (each approximately one-hour long) with various university actors, including 13
undergraduate students, 4 graduate students, and 10 faculty members (some of whom also served
in an administrative capacity). Because of Covid-19 restrictions, all interviews were conducted
remotely via Zoom (except for one) from my home in New York with research participants
living in the Rio Grande Valley.
Emergent remote technologies (like Zoom and Skype) have enabled forms of research
that otherwise would have been impossible. While different from face-to-face interviews, remote
video interviews can be seen as a form of digital ethnography with specific affordances, which
can achieve different ends (Janghorban, Roudsari, & Taghipour 2014; Gershon 2010). For
example, in research about Egyptian influenced forms of dance that have been taken up around
the world, Skype afforded the possibility for researchers to observe its uptake in a global context,
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closing the distance between geographically distant spaces when the financial means would have
made in-person participation impossible (Iacono, Symonds, & Brown 2016). Or, in another
example, gaining access to socially stigmatized groups (i.e., drug users) where anonymity was
paramount, digital ethnography kept researchers at a safe distance from the individuals engaged
in illegal activity (Barratt & Maddox 2016). This provided safety for both researchers as well as
the individuals whose outing as a drug user could put them in legal jeopardy. Similarly, in my
research, the digital interview afforded the possibility of closing geographic distance (from New
York to the Rio Grande Valley), as well as maintain the social distancing required during the
spread of an infectious disease. Furthermore, different kinds of data are present in video
recordings that may be lacking in other digital mediums such as in-person tape-recorded
interviews or telephone interviews (Hanna 2012; Iacono, Symonds & Brown 2016). For
example, video can capture facial expression and non-verbal cues, and, in this case, the video
recordings captured my own bodily responses during interviews as well.
In terms of recruitment, I began with faculty members that I had previous connections
with as a former student attending UTRGV. I then posted a flyer on Facebook in search of
potential research participants. As a Valley-ite myself, my Facebook account was connected to
hundreds of Rio Grande Valley residents, some of whom were students that answered the call. In
terms of ethnographic observation, I participated as a student/researcher in two online
synchronous courses from the English department in the Spring 2021 semester (one
undergraduate, one graduate course). The graduate class met for three hours once a week
(approx. 40 hours in total) and with about 8 students in attendance (all students enabled their
video stream). The undergraduate course met for about one hour twice a week (approx. 40 hours
in total), with about 16 students in attendance (about half the students disabled their video
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stream). I participated in every class as a fellow student with my video stream enabled and
completed all the assigned readings. Both classes met online somewhat consistently, however,
sometimes a class might have been cancelled or replaced with a homework assignment. All
classes were digitally recorded, and I had planned to re-watch, transcribe and analyze important
events. However, the professor of the course decided that they preferred the workings of the
classroom not be an explicit topic of analysis. Nevertheless, I relied on traditional field notes
taken while attending class, but reference to the course is limited in this research. In the end, my
participation in these courses (as a research and student) would become a primary avenue of
participant recruitment as I was able to build relationships with many of the students.
Methodology can be thought of as “the place where theory and method meet” (Solórzano
& Yosso 2002:38). My dissertation employs a Critical Race Theory and Latcrit methodology
(Ladson-Billings 1995, 1998, 2003; Solórzano 1998; Solórzano & Yosso 2002; Yosso et al.
2009). In the 1970s, CRT emerged with the writings of legal scholars interested in understanding
white supremacy as an ideological regime co-constituted by American law (Delgado 1995;
Delgado & Stefancic 1998, 2012; Bell 1980, 1992; Gotanda 1991; Crenshaw 1988, 2011). CRT
begins with the notion that racism is “normal” (Ladson-Billings 1998; Bell 1992b)—that is,
integral to daily life and the functioning of all American institutions. While no stable doctrine or
methodology is proposed by CRT, several frameworks are incorporated throughout this research
that helped to guide data analysis. For example, in chapter five, I use Derrick Bell’s (1980)
“interest convergence” theory, or the approach that seeks to uncover the overlap between the
interests of marginalized groups and dominant social groups, and then further proposes that
social progress is only possible when the interest of dominant social classes are served. I suggest
the creation of an officially bilingual university partially relied on the convergence of interests
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between the local bilingual population and the need for universities to compete on a national and
international scale.
I also incorporate “counter-stories” (Delgado 1989, 1990), or the use of (semi-)fictional
narratives with composite characters that are written or communicated in such a way that
challenge white, Eurocentric perspectives used to rationalize and justify inequalities and racial
hierarchy. In CRT methodology, counter-stories are presented as experiential knowledges of
people who can speak for themselves, as experts in relaying the experience of occupying socially
and institutionally delegitimized positionalities. In chapter three, I draw analogies between
contemporary social life in the Rio Grande Valley to the autobiographical, semi-fictional
counter-story of local scholar Américo Paredes (1990). As Paredes’ story was written from the
perspective of a life-long Valley-ite, I take seriously how he “gives name to his own reality”
(Delgado 1989; Crenshaw 1988), wherein he identified what Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) calls
the “white supremacist master script” (18). Following a CRT-inspired protocol, I make an
ethical commitment to citing contemporary, regional scholarship written by Latinx persons about
their direct experience with UTRGV and/or life in the Rio Grande Valley.
This research also benefited from LatCrit methodology, which is a branch of CRT. In the
1990s, a group of Latinx scholars would begin adapting CRT to give voice to intersectional
experiences that were of more concern to Latinx communities, including nativist racism, antiimmigrant ideology, and linguistic discrimination. This would give rise to a new, complementary
branch of CRT called Latino/a Critical Race Theory (LatCrit). Counter-story telling would be
rearticulated into what Latinx scholars called “testimonio,” which addressed the specificity of the
Latinx experience that CRT could not, or did not emphasize enough (Huber 2009, 2010; Delgado
Bernal 1998; Delgado Bernal, Burciaga & Carmona 2012; Delgado Bernal & Villalpando 2002).
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Huber (2009) offers a succinct definition: “testimonio – a verbal journey of a witness who speaks
to reveal the racial, classed, gendered, and nativist injustices they have suffered as a means of
healing, empowerment, and advocacy for a more humane present and future” (644, italics in
original). In chapter four, I draw on what I am considering the testimonio of Gloria Anzaldúa’s
(1987) first-hand experience attending one of UTRGV’s legacy institutions and the theory she
formulated from it known as “linguistic terrorism.”
Coincidently, early publications in LatCrit were based on the Latinx experiences in
institutions of higher education (Yosso et al., 2009; Solórzano 1998; Delgado Bernal &
Villalpando 2002; Huber 2010; Villalpando 2003). This research described the way Latinx
knowledges and knowledge creation was historically partitioned off and delegitimized within the
academy—or, what Delgado Bernal and Villalpando (2002) called the “apartheid of knowledge.”
As will be argued in chapter two and chapter four, the academy itself was (and continues to be)
at least partially responsible for the society-wide marginalization and devaluation of Latinx
knowledges and social practices (including linguistic practices). I show that this apartheid of
knowledge continues to have consequences in the 21st century.
And, finally, what makes LatCrit useful in my research is its ubiquitous critique of
“deficit thinking” (Valencia 1997, 2010), or the white supremacist master narrative that Latinx’s
(and other non-white groups) are inherently incapable of emulating normative White middleclass ideals, or reaching appropriate levels of morality, intelligence, Americanness, and linguistic
capabilities (Villenas & Deyhle 1999). Such ideological constructions of Latinxs (and Mexicans
and Mexican Americans in particular) assume that Latinx children do not arrive to school with
“resources” or “assets” valuable to American society (Yosso 2005). Chapter two of this research
presents a brief history of deficit thinking and how it pertains to the creation of the “Mexican
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problem” in American education, and in society in general. As will be shown, the early
biological roots of deficit thinking have been adapted to refer to ideologies of so-called cultural
and social deficiencies, including family values, morality, and linguistic deprivation (i.e., lack of
English language usage in the Mexican home). I suggest the “Mexican Problem” remains an
underlying ideology in American education. Overall, CRT and LatCrit provide a methodological
compass to the ways I seek to contribute to the study of race, language, raciolinguistic ideologies
and white supremacy.

Theoretical engagement
My research contributes to anthropological and linguistic anthropological understandings
of race and language, which are social phenomena built on histories of white supremacy. By
“white supremacy” I am referring to the constellation of beliefs, logics, and values that presume
the superiority of some humans and their social practices over others. Such belief systems are
constituted by historically descendant rearticulations of colonial, anti-black and anti-immigrant
ideologies (Davis & Smalls 2021; Speed 2020; Flores & Rosa 2015), which are disseminated by
and built into common-place institutions (Rosa & Diaz 2020)—including policing (Beliso-De
Jesús 2020; McElhinny 2001), advertising (Shankar 2020), religion (Rana 2020), universities
(Squire, Williams, & Tuitt 2018), and the discipline of anthropology itself (Rosa & Bonilla 2017;
Beliso-De Jesús & Pierre 2020; Davis & Smalls 2021). Furthermore, scholars posit that white
supremacy informed and remains co-constitutive of modern formulations of liberalism and
capitalism (Mill 1997; Harris 1993; Robinson 1983).
In order to explicate how such white supremacist ideologies continue to be rearticulated, I
take a semiotic approach to the process of racialization (Dick & Wirtz 2011; Urciuoli 1996;
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Smalls 2020; Reyes 2021; Rosa 2019), or the process of social differentiation (Irvine & Gal
2000; Gal & Irvine 2019) wherein signs are selected by dominant groups and/or institutions,
which are imagined to index “race.” These signs might include phenotypic qualities such as skin
color and hair texture, but can also include social practices and institutional categorizations, such
as language usage and immigration status, respectively. A semiotic approach suggests we study
“race” not as fixed categories and classifications of people and things, but as the “process by
which people become marked as exemplars of racial imaginaries” (Dick & Wirtz 2011:E4). This
kind of essentialized difference is frequently characterized as “operating against an unmarked
background of what social actors perceive as normative” (Urciuoli 2011:113). Such normative
ideals are not “natural,” but emerge from white supremacist ideologies that play a role in modern
sign relations and therefore contribute to the rearticulation of racial linguistic hierarchies and
inequality in the United States (Smalls, Spears & Rosa 2021).
Treating language and race as co-constituting elements of social relations have been an
on-going project in linguistic anthropology, although it has not always been presented this way.
Chun and Lo (2016) have identified three major trends or theoretical emphases in the approach
to studying language and race, what they call the Distinctive Ethnic Language paradigm, the Acts
of Ethnoracial Identity paradigm, and the Racialization paradigm. The earliest of these
paradigms was interested, for the most part, in describing distinctive linguistic practices of
racialized groups, such as AAE (Labov 1972) or Chicano English (Fought 2003). Later the focus
would shift to emphasize the performative aspects of language and its relation to the construction
of ethnoracial identities (Zentella 1997; Barrett 1999; Alim & Smitherman 2012). More recently
scholars have turned their attention away from the speaking subject to the “listening subject”
(Inoue 2006). This theoretical turn proposes that:
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language is an object only insofar as it has come to be understood as such; it is
necessarily subject to situated interpretation, cultural production, and regimes of power,
emerging and circulating over various scales of space and time in interactional events and
cultural institutions. (Chun & Lo 2016:221)
This means that conceptual objects like language come to be constituted by actors only if those
actors are deemed legitimate and qualified to describe objects as such. And since race is often
conflated with linguistic practice, this means that both language and race are not isolatable
phenomena, but co-constituting concepts that emerge from “raciolinguistic ideologies” and
“white listening subjects” (Flores & Rosa 2015; Rosa & Flores 2017; Alim, Rickford & Ball
2016). The white listening subject (Flores and Rosa 2015), give name to the institutional
positionality wherein the white gaze—informed by white supremacist ideologies—becomes the
“unmarked,” hegemonic perception that produces linguistic norms based on the idealized
linguistic practices of “white people.” The white listening subject position helps to create the
conditions wherein non-white groups are marked, defined, and hierarchized in relation to
whiteness. Persons and institutions that engage in reproducing such ideological presuppositions
can be thought of as white listening subjects. However, any individual or any institution can
occupy such positionality, but not everyone is viewed as legitimate enough to enforce such a
mode of perception on to others.
A major concern of my research focuses on the process underneath the achievement of a
racially “unmarked” status. While studies on racialization often focus on how groups are
“marked” as non-normative, I place equal attention to when, where, and why phenomena comes
to be described as “unmarked,” or assumed to be unnoticeable, unremarkable, and/or normative
(Mena & Garcia 2020). As I will show, because this research was conducted in a region of the
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United States primarily made up of Mexicans and Mexican Americans who were historically
colonized multiple times and threatened by all forms of white supremacy (from racist teachers, to
the Klu Klux Klan and Texas Rangers, as well as the U.S. court system), whiteness and white
persons in the Rio Grande Valley have never achieved an “unmarked” status. I join the call to
speak of whiteness as full of perceivable meanings and histories, as opposed to being devoid of
content (Haney López 2006; Goldberg 1997; Hughey 2010; Lewis 2004). My research puts into
question the usefulness of the theoretical construct referred to as “unmarkedness.” Whereas
whiteness is often referred to as “unmarked,” I illustrate how whiteness and its entailed
worldview was in fact the most marked positionality in this region, imagined as something
different and foreign from local Mexican and Mexican American social practices and cultural
values. Meaning, “markedness” and “unmarkedness” are a matter of perspective more so than
anything else.

Researcher Positionality: A Short Testimonio
Gloria Anzaldúa writes of her formative, racializing experience as an undergraduate
student in the 1960s attending Pan American College. Pan American College, which has changed
names several times, would finally be reopened in 2015 as the University of Texas Rio Grande
Valley (UTRGV)—the ethnographic field-site of this dissertation. As a former student myself, I
have likely walked the same halls she walked. In her canonical chapter, “How to Tame a Wild
Tongue” (2012 [1987]), she described university sanctioned racializing moments she
called linguistic terrorism, which included the framing of Latinx’s linguistic practice as
“deficient” and separate from a so-called “standard” language. However, the university that reopened in 2015 has been re-branded as a “bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate” campus (“Strategic
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Plan,” 2017)—a radically different approach to English-Spanish bilingualism than that
experienced by Anzaldúa, or my mother, or myself for that matter.
I attended the same institution about 40 years after Anzaldúa and completed one
undergraduate and two graduate degrees over the span of approximately ten years (2002-2007 &
2010-2014). To the best of my memory, I experienced no overt presence of racism growing up in
the Rio Grande Valley or attending UTRGV, I was not physically abused by local White teachers
for speaking Spanish in school like my mother, or like Gloria Anzaldúa (2012:75). I was raised
speaking English, which was my mother’s decision made from fear that I could possibly be a
student of a racist Anglo teacher, which was her experience as a child. My mother’s decision
could be characterized as a kind of delayed, intergenerational effect of linguistic terrorism. Or
perhaps a soft linguistic terrorism that recruited my own mother to enforce an ideology of
assimilation or Americanization, not out of hatred of Mexicans, but as a form of love and caring.
Indeed, I enforced the notion that “English is the language of power” out of what I believed was
“caring” to my own students during my tenure as a high school teacher in the Rio Grande Valley.
At UTRGV, I did not take a single Mexican American studies course as an undergraduate. I
completed two anthropologically-grounded Masters’ degrees (with a certificate in Mexican
American Studies) without reading any original texts by Gloria Anzaldúa, who is heralded as the
university’s most prized alumna. That Anzaldúa remained absent from my entire university
education suggests that her work was valued in a specific way, but not enough to be assigned in
my coursework.
Being raised English dominant made my experience of monolingual English-language
primary and secondary schooling (mostly in the 1990s) in Texas quite unremarkable. I did,
however, experience the embarrassment of being “corrected” every time I attempted to speak in
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Spanish. Sometimes it was the language policing from my friends and family members
(Christoffersen 2019), and other times it was teachers in my “foreign” language classes, which
were required to graduate from high school. That Spanish was classified as “foreign” confused
me as a student, but nevertheless continues to be framed as such in Rio Grande Valley public
schools, including at UTRGV. Indeed, the deployment of such framing draws upon antiimmigrant, anti-Mexican sentiment that helped shaped the reality of the borderlands. Or, as
Rosina Lozano (2018) asserts, Spanish has become the language of foreignness and the absolute
“antithesis” to Americanness.
Anti-Mexican public education experiences in the Rio Grande Valley, according to
Anzaldúa, were a defining feature of growing up Latinx in the United States: “In childhood we
are told that our language is wrong. Repeated attacks on our native tongue diminish our sense of
self. The attacks continue through-out our lives” (Anzaldúa, 2012[1987]:80). Sustained and
routine forms of emotional and psychic violence, as opposed to visibly violent, spectacular
events, were central to Anzaldúa’s theory of “linguistic terrorism.” Here, I would also include
the suppression of local knowledge, such as the slow intergenerational subtraction of Spanish
language capabilities in the Rio Grande Valley. Unfortunately, this is not an unusual story in the
Valley and, in many ways, UTRGV is making a valiant effort (in some departments at least) to
directly redress these histories of linguistic violence. This research keeps these experiences in
mind: that I am a Mexican American son of the Valley and that I attended UTRGV for about a
decade.
This is not to say my “cultural intuition” (Delgado Bernal 1998; Huber 2010) was
prioritized throughout this research, but to say that my experience growing up in the Valley and
attending the local “hometown” university informed how my questions were shaped and how I
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might present such questions in interviews. For example, I could make assumptions about when I
could call a research participant “dude,” or how a 2nd or 3rd generation Mexican American
Valley-ite might feel about Spanish-speaking in public, or when a racializing statement was
based on community-wide beliefs one may only know after experiencing a lifetime in the Valley.
Nevertheless, I remained hyper-conscious of how that same knowledge might produce
theoretical blind spots from this kind of researcher positionality, or what Villenas (1996) called
the “colonizer/colonized” researcher doing ethnography as a so-called “native.”

A special note on pseudonyms
Because interviews often approached the topics of race and racism, as well as direct
criticisms of UTRGV, all names are pseudonyms (unless noted otherwise). Chapter three,
however, is about the social practice of naming, nicknaming, and renamings in the Rio Grande
Valley. This required special attention to the selection of pseudonyms. Sometimes participants
legal names were the phonological and/or poetic basis for all of their nicknaming practices,
including accidental misnamings (for example “Joan” misread by public school teachers as
“Juan”). In these cases, auditory similarity of pseudonyms might be prioritized. In other times, I
chose pseudonyms based on the number of syllables and diacritic markings used in a name in an
attempt to recreate an orthographic (visual) similarity for readers of this text. At other times, a
participant’s legal name may have been, or continues to be used as a popular insult or racial slur
to Mexicans, Mexicanness, and/or Latinxs, and this factor was important to the analysis. For
example, “Pedro” (often pronounced “Pay-dro”) is used in movies as a stereotypically Latinx
name.
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Chapter Outline
In chapter two, “Texas, Segregation, and Hispanic-Serving Institutions: Three
Overlapping Histories of Mexicans in the Rio Grande Valley,” I will cover three broad relational
histories I feel are most important to understanding the region and its people, and how these
historical conditions set the stage for the unlikely 2015 opening of a self-purported bilingual
institution of higher education in the borderlands of deep south Texas, itself a deeply
conservative state. To begin, I will offer a brief overview of the colonial construction of the
geographic region known as the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas starting after the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848). From here, it is important to illustrate the emergence of the three
ethnoracial categories I have chosen to focus on throughout this research: “Anglo,” “Mexican,”
and “Mexican American.” I will show how Mexicans came to be seen as the “Mexican Problem”
in the early 1900s, eventually hardening into an ideological mechanism in the service of school
segregation in the Rio Grande Valley, Texas, and the United States. An aspect of the “Mexican
Problem” was the discursive construction of Mexicans as racially inferior and cognitively
deficient, which, like with other marginalized groups, became one more rationale for racial
segregation. Such ideological beliefs would become known as an overarching form of “deficit
thinking” (Valencia 2010). While deficit thinking took many forms, for Spanish users, the
supposed contamination of the English language by the Spanish language created racialized
language users that continue to be discriminated against in the 21st century (Zentella 2014;
Baugh 2003; García & Sánchez 2022). This, I assert, makes up a wider historical and present-day
context that Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) like UTRGV must negotiate.
In chapter three, “The Social Practice of Naming in a ‘Gringo World’: From the
‘Unmarked’ to Semiotic Whitening,” I chose to focus on the social practice of naming because of
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its clear racializing potential—that is, how any given phenomenon becomes racially “marked.” A
student’s name is one of the first pieces of information learned, particularly in university
classrooms where self-introductions are the norm. Part of the regional social practice of naming
in the Rio Grande Valley includes the use of English language names and nicknames, English
language and/or anglicized pronunciations, English language spellings and “misspellings”, all of
which hint at underlying and multiple worldviews shaped by histories of American colonialism
and white supremacy. In this chapter, names are presented as entailing worldviews and are
simultaneously subject-constituting, context-bound and context producing—all of which being
ephemeral, multiple, unstable, and most of all, the common stuff of daily life in a world
conditioned by white supremacy, or the “gringo world” (Paredes 1990). The social practice of
naming entails the potential to be “marked” as other-than the norm. However, as this chapter
asserts, naming also entails the strategic potential to be perceived as “unmarked” from within the
perspective of the gringo world (for example, using a name that could be perceived as
“American,” “white,” or “Anglo”). For such scenarios, I introduce a theory of semiotic
whitening, a form of discursive race formation the focuses on how any given phenomena come to
be perceived as “unmarked” from the dominant perspective. Simply put, “unmarkedness” is not
taken for granted, but reframed as the semiotic achievement in a process grounded in ideologies
of race and language.
The title of chapter four is, “’There’s No Better Version of Spanish’: Soft Linguistic
Terrorism for the 21st Century.” Here, I focus on the language named “Spanish,” which, at
UTRGV was marketed as a “standard” language and potential economic resource that is
constructed as something else and something other than the language spoken in the homes and
daily life of Rio Grande Valley students, who are approximately 90% Mexican and Mexican
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American and life-long residents to the region (Ostorga and Farruggio 2018; Ostorga et al.
2020). This “Spanish” is imagined to be located geographically elsewhere and was referred to by
my research participants by a variety of names, such as “Mexico City Spanish,” “Spain Spanish,”
“international Spanish,” or “globalized Spanish”—all of which are different ways to give name
to an imagined “standard” Spanish. In other cases it is relationally positioned as a Spanish other
than what is spoken locally, or a conceptual elsewhere. Some more names participants used
included, “high-register,” “proper,” “academic,” and “high-level” Spanish or by one of its
Spanish language correlates, such as “las palabras escolarizadas,” “español académico” (Musanti
and Cavazos 2018), or “español bien” (Christoffersen 2019). In order to better represent this
amorphous quality I move away from the term “standard language” in favor of the term the
language-elsewhere (Mena & García 2020; Mena 2022). The term “elsewhere” is meant to
highlight the way standard language always signals more than just an imagined standardized
linguistic register. This chapter will illustrate how the language-elsewhere continues to reproduce
the ideology that Mexicans and Mexican Americans speak a linguistically deficient Spanish—
that is, standard language continues to be a source of linguistic terrorism (Anzaldúa 1987) in the
21st century. However, I also assert that linguistic terrorism has taken on a softer rearticulation—
meaning, no longer relying on overt racism but, instead, relying on deficit thinking via mediation
through marketplace discourses.
In chapter five, “The ‘Language-as-Resource’ Orientation: Becoming a ‘Competitive’
University,” I analyze UTRGV’s marketing method of presenting the Spanish language and
English/Spanish bilingualism as an “economic skill,” or as a form of difference that the
university markets as its own “competitive edge” over other institutions as well as for its future
graduates. As I assert in chapter five, the economic resource named “Spanish” was marketed as
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something else and something other than the language spoken in the everyday lives of Rio
Grande Valley residents in that “Spanish” was imagined to be from elsewhere. This is an effect
of the ongoing racial and colonial governance meant to separate an allegedly “standard”
linguistic practice, from a perpetually mixed, racialized and deficient language user: Mexicans
and Mexican Americans. In other words, the university must contend with the widely spread
ideological premise that Mexicans and Mexican Americans are not only a threat to American
life, but are threats to the purity of both the English language and the Spanish language. As will
be shown, constructing Spanish and bilingualism as an economic resource has afforded an array
of possibilities for local students, faculty, as well as the institution. However, with new
possibilities come new dangers. This chapter asks: whose interests are served within the
parameters of such possibilities?

24

CHAPTER 2:
TEXAS, SEGREGATION, AND HISPANIC-SERVING INSTITUTIONS:
THREE OVERLAPPING HISTORIES OF MEXICANS IN THE RIO GRANDE
VALLEY

Introduction: The unlikely opening of a bilingual university in Texas
The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV) opened its doors on August 31,
2015 as an officially ‘bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate’ campus. Unlike most American
universities that tend to limit ‘bilingual’ curricula and instruction to foreign language, bilingual
education, or creative writing departments, at the time of this research, UTRGV offered 188
classes in Spanish or in bilingual format across disciplines, from physics to American history.
This is a categorical achievement in the near 200 year-long quest for the educational
advancement of Latinxs in Texas—a state historically structured by violent economic and
political disenfranchisement as well as a racially segregated education system designed to
maintain exploitative labor practices (Montejano 1987; González [1990] 2013, 1999; Blanton
2004). This is not, however, the first university or college to open in the Rio Grande Valley—
there have been many universities, colleges and vocational schools that have come in and out of
existence. However, recently the two largest regional universities would be closed, combined,
and immediately reopened to become what is today known as the University of Texas Rio
Grande Valley (UTRGV), under the management of the University of Texas System (UTSystem), which helps coordinate university missions, branding, and the distribution of funding.
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Figure 1: Map of Rio Grande Valley of South Texas, comprised of four counties in dark green: Starr, Hidalgo,
Willacy, and Cameron. UTRGV campuses are located in Brownsville, Edinburg, McAllen, Rio Grande City and
South Padre Island. The largest, legacy campuses are located in Edinburg and Brownsville. Larger cities are marked
with red circles. (Modified map. Source: Wikimedia Commons.)

The first major college to open in the Rio Grande Valley was named Edinburg College
(opened in 1927) and included 5 Mexicans and 196 anglos (see Figure 1, located in the city of
Edinburg, which is considered part of central RGV). By the 1950s, anglo students outnumbered
Mexicans students by a 2 to 1 ratio. To be clear, there was an unquestioned understanding that
higher education was designed for the anglo residents (Dávila-Montes, González-Núñez,
Guajardo 2019), and the non-anglo students were more than likely from elite “white Mexican”
classes (more on this below). Another large university would open in 1973 and was first named
Pan American University-Brownsville (see, Figure 1, western side of RGV). These two specific
legacy institutions—Edinburg College and Pan American University-Brownsville—would
continue to grow and undergo several name changes. In 2015, both campuses would be
combined and (re)opened as The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV), now under
the management of the University of Texas System.
In 2020, UTRGV was the second largest Hispanic-serving institution in the United States
with 89% of students identifying as “Hispanic” (Musanti and Cavazos 2018). Its main campuses
(located in Edinburg and Brownsville) and satellite campuses, which are located across most of
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the Rio Grande Valley (see, Figure 2), have solidified its status as a commuter university—that
is, most students live off campus and likely have access to personal vehicles. UTRGV is one of
the largest universities in the United States, currently enrolling 31,939 students, and 92.4% of
those students are from the Rio Grande Valley (“Institution Summary 2021-2022”). The
demographic population of the region, which is 91.75% “Hispanic” (U.S. Census 2020, cited in
Alvarez, Schall & Saenz 2020), undoubtedly helped facilitate the goal of envisioning an aspiring
bilingual institution—that is, the perceived English-Spanish language capabilities of the region
were a central factor in reopening UTRGV as an officially “bilingual” institution. I would,
however, also argue that the unlikely opening of a major bilingual university was part of a larger
discursive shift in American racial and identity politics, specifically those related to the
emergence of discourses that uncritically glorify the notion of racial and linguistic “diversity”
while placing economic value on certain kinds of difference (Shankar 2015, Ahmed, 2012;
Dávila 2001; Dominguez 1994; Urciuoli 2022; Turner 2018). I will return to this point in the
conclusion.
In this chapter, I will overview three overlapping histories I feel are most important to
understanding the region and its people: 1) the colonial history of the region and the
development of the “Mexican Problem,” 2) the development of “deficit thinking” regarding the
presumed racial inferiority of Mexicans, and, 3) the ongoing construction of Hispanic-Serving
Institutions (HSIs) as perpetually “underperforming.” The first historical context focuses on the
colonial construction of the geographic region known as the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas
starting after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848). From here, it is important to illustrate the
emergence of the three ethnoracial categories I have chosen to focus on throughout this research:
“anglo,” “Mexican,” and “Mexican American.” I will show how Mexicans came to be seen as
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the “Mexican Problem” in the early 1900s, eventually hardening into an enduring ideological
mechanism in the service of school segregation in the Rio Grande Valley, Texas, and the United
States. The second historical context concerns the ways Mexicans and Mexican Americans were
constructed as racially inferior, cognitively deficient, and needed to be separated from anglos.
Such ideological beliefs would become known as an overarching form of “deficit thinking”
(Valencia 2010). While this perspective that was based on deficiency took many forms, for
Spanish users, the supposed contamination of the English language by the Spanish language
created racialized language users that continue to be discriminated against in the 21 st century
(Zentella 2014; Baugh 2003). The third historical context focuses on Mexicans (or Latinxs) in
higher education in the United States. Specifically, I overview the way the “Mexican Problem”
and “deficit thinking” continue to be an ongoing influence over the way Hispanic-Serving
Institutions (HSIs) are generally assumed to be “underachieving.” These three racializing
histories constitute the contextual backdrop of this research.

A relational approach to histories: What to call people from the Valley?
Throughout this historical overview of the Rio Grande Valley, I will employ a historical
“relational-race formation” approach (Molina, Martinez Hosang, & Gutiérrez 2019; Molina
2014; Almaguer 1994; Foley 1997) to better understand how an English-Spanish bilingual
university was made possible in the 21st century despite over a century of concentrated racial
hatred of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the United States. A relational-race formation
approach to history does not understand racialized phenomena or ethnoracial classifications as
discrete, isolatable concepts, but as emergent and co-constituting racializing historical
constructions that are the effect of material realities. This means that ethnoracial classifications
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are effects of racial projects that "connect what race means in a particular discursive practice and
the ways in which both social structures and everyday experiences are racially organized, based
upon that meaning” (Omi and Winant 1994: 56, italics in original). A relational approach does
not seek to compare and contrast the historical experiences of racialized groupings—for
example, “Latinx” versus “Chicano” versus “white”—but considers how “race is not legible or
significant outside a relational context” (Martinez Hosang & Molina 2019:6). Racialization is
accompanied by racial hierarchies, which are only possible by the relational positioning of
objectified race groups against one another. This entails the process of establishing ideologically
stigmatizing, but nevertheless meaningful, links between people to particular social practices.
From these links it is possible to hierarchically rank “normative” social practices in relation to a
white supremacist value system. With that said, below I explain why the most important
ethnoracial categories to consider with respect to the people of the Rio Grande Valley are:
“Mexican,” “Mexican American,” and “anglo.”
There are two monographs that were important to the development of the relational-race
formation approach, and, importantly, helped to theorize the broad historical emergence of the
ethnoracial category “Mexican,” which, arguably remains a deeply racializing category in the
United States, even capable of itself being used as a racial slur. In Racial Fault Lines: The
Historical Origins of White Supremacy (1994), Tomás Almaguer examined how grouping such
as whites, Mexicans, Asians, and Native Americans came to occupy a racial hierarchy within
white supremacist ideologies after California’s annexation as part of the Treat of Guadalupe
Hidalgo (1848), the agreement that ended the Mexican American War and expanded the United
States to the western coastline. Almaguer found that Mexicans were hierarchically positioned as
“half-civilized,”—that is, were positioned relationally above the so-called “uncivilized”
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California Indians. As asserted throughout my research, whether “Mexicans” constituted a “race”
was not a straightforward proposition, and where Mexicans fell on the surrounding racial
hierarchies was complex.
The second major publication that utilized a relational-race formation approach is The
White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture (1997), wherein
Neil Foley examined the constant shifting of social positionalities when Mexican, poor white,
and Black communities competed for the limited social resources in mid-1900s Texas. In fact,
some elite, property-owning, light-skinned Mexicans were considered “white.” This led to the
popular usage of the category “anglo” in order to differentiate and hierarchize multiple “white”
groups. A relational-race formation approach considers how the category “Mexican” and
“Mexican American” was directly implicated in the construction of idealized forms of whiteness,
a factor that we will see remains crucial to present-day life in the Rio Grande Valley. Both
publications unsettled the assumption that the black/white racial dichotomy is always the central
organizing mode of white supremacy, or even that whiteness has always ever been just one thing,
but instead continues to be a shifting, relational and co-constituting organizing category in the
Rio Grande Valley.

The racialized geography of Texas: Are we in the South or the Southwest?
Neil Foley (1997) asserts that we might imagine the geographic territory known as the
state of Texas relationally (see, Figure 2), or as he described, the state of Texas was a kind of
“borderlands” between an imagined American “Southwest” (New Mexico, Arizona, California)
and an American “South” (Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Florida). Depending on
how a researcher locates Texas—or how Texas is lumped in with one geographic side or
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another—will likely bring out different kinds of findings. For example, thinking of Texas as of
the Southwest might encourage a focus on the colonization of indigenous peoples and Mexicans.
On the other hand, thinking of Texas as of the South might encourage a focus on the presence of
white supremacy and segregation. Of course, both geographic positionings are analytically
useful. For the purposes of this research, I acknowledge the geographic region known as the Rio
Grande Valley of south Texas (See, Figure 2, squared in red) as an effect of a complex process of
colonial conquest, as once claimed by native and indigenous populations, and eventually
colonized as part of the Spanish Empire, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the United States (and
the Confederacy), and was sometimes claimed by two nations simultaneously (Menchaca 2011;
Lozano 2018).

Figure 2: Texas as a “borderlands state” between American Southwest and American South.
(Modified map. Originally presented in Foley 1997:3)

Two of the Rio Grande Valley’s most highly regarded and respected native theorists—
Gloria Anzaldúa and Américo Paredes, who are cited extensively in upcoming chapters—
developed most of their theories with reference to the region as an effect of colonial conquest.
However, for this research, I have chosen to think of Texas as more often of the South, which, in
this case, helps direct attention to the presence of white supremacist ideologies in the practice of
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educational segregation in Texas. As we will see, the experience of segregation has been integral
to the production of the specific racialized linguistic groupings of this research—Mexicans,
Mexican Americans, and anglos—in the RGV, who are presumed to have specific linguistic
practices as either Spanish users, bilinguals, or English users, respectively. Indeed, whiteness and
its presumed hegemonic natural connection with English continues to be one of the most
powerful organizing language ideologies (Silverstein 1996; Kroskrity 2021) that refract the
perceived experiences of everyday life in the RGV in the 2020s. This is not to say that this
research exists outside of colonial history, but to foreground what research participants at the
local university mostly talked about in the 2020s—that is, the presence of “whiteness,” and not,
for example, colonial histories or an emphasis on Latinx identity formation. Nevertheless, the
reason whiteness was on the minds of research participants is precisely because of the social
structures and ideologies that descended from the colonial history of the region itself. Therefore,
a brief overview of south Texas’ colonial history is in order, which I turn to next.

American Colonial Expansion and Racial Segregation
One of the most important events in the history of the Rio Grande Valley and Texas was
the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), which ended the Mexican-American War
and granted immediate citizenship to any Mexican living in the newly annexed American
Southwest territory (Menchaca 1999). This included over 100,000 Mexicans and the present-day
states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, as well as parts of states north of these.
During this era, full citizenship was restricted to “free white persons.” A textual analysis of the
Treaty relationally positioned the Mexican “character” as not Indian but not white either.
Exceptions, however, were made for some Mexicans who could prove their Spanish descent
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(Saldaña-Portillo 2004). This led to what Laura Gómez (2007) called an “off-white” racial status,
or the ability for select Mexicans to tap into privileges not granted to immigrants from, for
example, Asia or Africa. In other words, in some cases, Mexicans were positioned relationally
closer to whiteness, and therefore, were partially granted the privileges of American citizenship.
This was not true with, for example, Asian immigrant laborers and black persons. Meaning,
citizenship itself was integral to Mexican American race formation (De Genova & Ramos-Zayas
2003), and by implication, racial whiteness itself. Within one year, the United States violated the
citizenship agreement, and began to explicitly racialize Mexicans through a variety of legal
means. There were, however, special exceptions made.
Just as white supremacist ideology dictated blackness as defined by “one drop of African
blood,” a relational racial reasoning defined Mexicans as white by law (Haney López 2006
[1996]) if light-skinned Mexicans could prove “one drop of Spanish blood” (Gómez 2007). As a
relational-race formation approach reveals, racial reasonings are often recursively rearticulated
and reactivated into specific scenarios in the service of white supremist social hierarchies. While
these were exceptional cases, there were enough “white Mexicans” to eventually necessitate a
use of another ethnoracial category to separate white Mexicans from white Anglo-Saxon
Americans. This helped to popularize the category “anglo” in Texas (Foley 1997), which is the
ethnoracial category most often used to refer to white persons by the research participants
throughout this study. However, “white Mexican” was a precarious classification, and in Texas
when a political need surfaced, white Mexicans could suddenly be deemed “too Indian” or “too
African” for citizenship (Menchaca 2001). Such complexities put a spotlight on how the
black/white racial dichotomy that has been assumed to dictate race relations in the United States
does not always work in a uniform way. Indeed, part of the historical struggle for Latinx equality
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was becoming its own state recognized group of people— or, as Chicano activists of the 1960s
would demand: “we are brown, not white” (San Miguel 2001).
Ethnoracial classifications remain far from settled. One need only to look at the shifting
racial constructions of Latinxs in the 200-year history of the U.S. Census, which categorized
Mexican as a “race” on the 1930 census, and often changed ideological stances related to how
important a person’s “mother tongue” was to ethnoracial classification (Leeman 2013). Over the
last 40 years, the census has continued to shift, offering confusing options as to whether or not
“Hispanic” and “Mexican” are the same thing, or perhaps “only” ethnicities, or perhaps
“Mexican” is an ethnicity that is “Hispanic,” or perhaps descendent of a “white” race. We should
note, however, that in the 2000 Census, more than half of “Hispanics” defined themselves as
racially “white” (Almaguar 2012). While this is partly because of a confusing range of selections
Latinx-identifying persons are forced to choose from in every U.S. Census, it is also due to
“Hispanic” becoming more and more utilized as a marketing tool. As Laura Gómez (1992)
asserts, “Hispanic” was heavily promoted by political elites for marketing purposes and began
being widely adopted starting around the 1980s. Unfortunately, it is also not uncommon in the
Rio Grande Valley for residents to claim to be of white or Spanish descent, and, the ethnoracial
category “Hispanic” very often indexes Hispania (Spain). Undoubtedly, we can expect this
confusion to continue as racial and social hierarchies continue to be reorganized.
In the first half of the 1900s, anglos did not generally differentiate between Mexicans,
Mexican Americans, or white Mexicans —all were simply Spanish-speaking “Mexicans” that
needed to be separated from anglos. The history of segregation in the Texas education system
would have a profound effect on the racialization of Mexicans as well as help solidify what
constituted whiteness in south Texas. In 1892, there was the first documented denial of Mexicans
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from “American” schools in south Texas (González 2013[1990]). The year 1902 marks the
opening of the first “Mexican school,” and by 1930 around 90% of schools in south Texas were
segregated (Montejano 1987). On the other hand, south Texas schools for white children were
called “American schools” (San Miguel Jr. 1987). Over decades of segregation, the link between
language, race, space and nation would solidify. The racial construction of Mexicanness would
have the effect of helping to co-construct whiteness, which assumed an inherent Americanness.
This ideological assumption is on full display through the act of separating children into
either “Mexican schools” or “American schools.” In other words, the categories “Mexican,”
“Mexicanness” and “Spanish speaker,” helped to relationally naturalize and co-constitute the link
between “anglo,” “Americanness” and “English speaker.” Historically, this was but one way the
naturalized indexical relationship between whiteness, Americanness and the English language
cohered, but was then, through the passage of time, power, and economic interest was
subsequently erased from history (Irvine and Gal 2000). However, the indexical connections
remain a hegemonic American belief today. By all accounts, when the need for labor subsided,
the United States government deported Mexicans and Mexican American citizens
indiscriminately—every Mexican was just a Mexican, citizen or not, English-speaking or not.
The residue of this historical denial of access to Americanness to persons of Latinx descent—at
either the symbolic level, or institutional level, or both—remains a powerful white supremacist
ideology that continues to influence national and state policy.
Within the early 1900s, the racial animosity between Mexicans, Mexican Americans and
anglo Americans would reach a breaking point in the Rio Grande Valley, and would lead to talks
of an overthrow of the American government led by local Mexicans, most notably in a document
known as the “Plan de San Diego,” which called for a liberating army comprised of Mexicans,
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Black persons, and Indians with explicit instructions to kill all white males over the age of
sixteen (Johnson 2003). While a large-scale revolution did not materialize, the resulting white
racial fear of a Mexican takeover would lead to white-identified people from across the United
States flocking to the Rio Grande Valley to “defend” the United States against Mexicans
between the years of 1915-1920. It was a wholesale slaughter. Hundreds of battles and
skirmishes broke out, with an unknown number of lynchings and murders of Mexicans, but
estimates range from hundreds to thousands of murders (Carrigan & Webb 2003). Local and
state newspapers at the time approached the matter as unambiguously a race war (Orozco 2009).
Just as with lynching of black persons in other southern states, postcards of lynched
Mexicans were sent home to the families of the white people that came to join the race war. Talk
of the battles would even draw Klu Klux Klan members to “defend” south Texas in the 1920s.
Important to remember about such violence is that it not only produced and intensified the racial
hatred of peoples racially classified as “Mexicans,” it helped produce Mexicans as an existential
threat to America and would feed into what scholars identified as an all-encompassing “Mexican
problem” (Orozco 2009; Montejano 1987; González 2013 [1990]; Ruiz 2017 [1991]; Martinez
2013). If the nation-state could not exterminate them, it then became all the more important to
not only segregate Mexicans, but to “Americanize” them, or attempt to assimilate them into
American culture. As historian Gilbert González asserted, the education of Mexicans until the
1970s had two goals: “[…] political socialization shaped by the dominant economic forces at
play, and training for horizontal movement on the hierarchical socioeconomic scale.”
(2013[1990]:11). The schooling of Mexicans had two primary goals: 1) forced Americanization
and assimilation (or the subtraction and erasure of Mexicanness); and, 2) preserve Mexicans as
an exploitable (read, deportable) migrant and/or manual laborer.
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The emergence of “The Mexican Problem” and the enforcement of deficit thinking in Texas
The “Mexican problem” referred to many things, including their presence as an
existential threat to the United States and the English language, and even white racial purity itself
via miscegenation. What could also not be ignored was the American reliance on a Mexican
deportable migrant labor force (Montejano 1987; Muñoz 2007 [1989]; Ngai 2004). However, for
this section, I focus on the “solutions” to the Mexican problem produced by the American
academy, which includes how schools attempted to “Americanize” Mexicans as well as the
academic research that produced the techniques of such racist practices (I. García 2009; San
Miguel Jr. 1999). The history of Mexican segregation was supported by “research” from
institutions of higher education, including the University of Texas (Crenshaw 2011). For
example, in 1923, a bulletin produced by the University of Texas (the flagship campus), called
for separate schools for reasons of “hygiene,”—specifically, to separate white children from
“dirty greaser” Mexicans (Montejano 1987). In the 1930s, an economics professor working at the
University of Texas published about the downfall of “Nordic culture,” because, as he publicly
mourned, “Then came the Mexicans…” (Foley 1997:51).
(vague sentence deleted) The “Mexican problem,” along with other racial “intellectual
problems,” slowly cohered into what Richard Valencia calls “deficit thinking” (1997, 2007)—or
the line of thought that theorized certain racialized populations as fundamentally lacking
morality, racial purity, hygiene, work ethic, loyalty to country, and, what is focused on here,
intelligence and linguistic ability. Martha Menchaca (1997) traces deficit thinking as emerging
from the colonial logics that questioned the humanity of indigenous populations when the
Americas were first settled. Similarly, indigenous were constructed as lacking humanity,
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intelligence, and civilization. Such thinking laid the foundation for subsequent phases of
conceptualizing non-whiteness as racially and intellectually inferior.
Aside from the blunt public racist statements made by individual academics, more
dangerous was the wide legitimation of what Richard Valencia calls the “genetic pathology
model of deficit thinking” (Valencia 1997; Nájera 2015), which held currency as an explicitly
racializing model of personhood from around 1890-1930. The genetic pathology model—what
Valencia (1997) calls “pseudo-science”—asserted the intellectual superiority of whites over
certain marginalized populations, including native Indians, Mexicans and Black persons.
According to scientific research, this could be proven, or, rather there was “proof” (San Miguel
2004). Such pseudo-science relied on a variety of “tests” meant to measure intelligence—
including skull size, but also early versions of IQ testing—and determined that intelligence was
genetically determined. Unsurprisingly, the “scientific” findings constructed white groups as
relationally superior, which meant intellectual superiority should be protected from racial
mixing.
The genetic pathology model was eventually connected to eugenics research, which was
mostly delegitimized after WWII (1938-1945) (González 2013[1990]). Yet, even before the
downfall of Nazi Germany, the genetic pathology model did not explain why some white folks
were living in poverty during the Great Depression (1929-1941)—after all, if genetics
determined white superiority, then theoretically white prosperity should follow. As these forms
of deficit thinking were evolving, one major legal event influenced the direction of such
research: the 1954 Supreme Court decision to end racial segregation in schools. Unfortunately,
racial pathology models would not disappear, they were merely adapted, reformed and
rearticulated. The state of Texas would then move to lean on legal loopholes, technicalities, and
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de facto segregation. The academy, and the University of Texas specifically, would feature
prominently in efforts to resist integration, and later, affirmative action. For example, in the
1950s, the University of Texas hastily constructed a “Law School” for black students, taught by
part-time lawyers in the capitol basement (Crenshaw 2011;). In the 1970s another scholar from
UT would lead a campaign against affirmative action (Haney López 2007).
As academic research struggled to explain the cause of poverty and low educational
achievement, researchers began moving away from “nature” arguments, and the support of
“environmental” arguments gained momentum (Pearl 1997; Valencia 2010). This included a turn
toward anthropological research which disputed genetic pathology models through the
development of the “culture” concept. However, the culture concept itself was eventually
hijacked to meet the needs of a political agenda that blamed poverty on poor people.
Specifically, Oscar Lewis’s (1965) work with Mexicans and his notion of the “culture of
poverty” gained currency as an explanatory model for inequality. Lewis himself did not blame
poor folks for being poor, and he suggested poverty existed specifically in capitalist countries.
However, Lewis’ nuanced understanding of poverty would be simplistically framed to suggest
that poor people’s “way of life” (culture) was what caused their poverty. This erased the
structural issues such as unequal access to resources, white supremacist ideology, and the
capitalist exploitation of certain marginalized groups (D. Foley 1997). In other words, Lewis’
research was eventually used as a sophisticated way to “blame the victim” and deny the
existence of social and structural inequities (Valencia 1997, 2010). (vague sentence deleted here)
Important to note is the central assumption that within such theoretical constructions of
poverty, racialized south Texas children were conceptualized as psychologically, intellectually,
and linguistically deprived, which was used to explain school underachievement—that is, there
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was a shift from a genetic pathology model to cultural and social pathology models (Pearl 1997).
That Mexican students and other racialized children are linguistically “deprived” remains a
popular (but, misinformed) explanatory explanation for school achievement—although, today we
call it the “language gap” (Johnson 2019), the idea that poor and/or racialized parents speak less
to their children, which means their children are linguistically “deprived.” Together, the genetic
model, and its conceptual descendants, the cultural and social pathology models, were used to
explain virtually every kind of social disadvantage faced by Mexicans and Mexican Americans
in the 20th and 21st century: from neighborhood violence, to lack of parental involvement, to
sexual impurity, to linguistic “handicaps,” and to poor school achievement. Overtime, the
“Mexican Problem” has fed into an even broader hegemonic formulation of what some scholars
have named an imagined “Latino threat” (Chavez 2013[2008]; Santa Ana 2002, 2009; Ruiz
2017[2006].).
Deficit thinking continues to exist as a “dynamic and chameleonic concept” (Valencia
2010:13), and while its genetic pathology model has fallen out of favor, cultural explanations
continue to have explanatory power that side-step biological discourses, as well as obscure
and/or silence conversations about structural racism and uneven funding for public schools. For
Mexicans (or persons of Latinx descent), the Spanish language is one such aspect of “culture”
that has provided one way of blaming Mexicans for their own socio-economic status as well as
their poor achievement in public school. Even after the end of de jure segregation, Mexicans
continued to be segregated through two mechanisms: 1) In Texas (just as in the U.S. Census),
Mexicans were still considered “white” in some schools, which made separating (white)
Mexicans and Black students into separate schools technically “integrated,” 2) Mexicans’
knowledge of Spanish was seen as an impediment to learning English, which, in Texas, resulted
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in the tracking of Spanish-speaking children into vocational and manual labor programs at best,
or into segregated classes for the “mentally retarded” at worst (González 2013 [1990]). The
practices were nationally widespread. For example, in 1968, in California, upward of 40% of all
Mexican students in primary and secondary education were segregated into programs for the
“mentally handicapped” (Haney López 2003). To be clear, there was an overriding belief that
knowledge of Spanish and English together created a people that were “cognitively confused”
and linguistically deficient (Zentella 2007; García 2009).
In other cases, the end of segregation meant the scattering of English-Spanish bilingual
teachers and students across many schools, effectively ending any independently developed
bilingual education programs underfunded schools had desperately tried maintaining themselves
(Flores & García 2017). Sometimes, the exact opposite effect occurred: the need for bilingual
programs and teachers actually intensified the segregation of Mexican students into specific
schools and classrooms for Mexican students only. This, of course, further reproduced the
“Mexican Problem” of poor school achievement and continued to solidify and remains present in
the 21st century—what Dolores Delgado Bernal (1999) has described as a totalizing racial “belief
system” that perpetuates the notion that Mexicans (or, in today’s lingo, “Latinxs”) are inferior
and deficient in all arenas of life. Or, as Ian Haney López (2001, 2003) suggests, these kinds of
racialized perceptions of Mexicans are part of the foundation of a white American racist
“common sense” (also see, Feagin & Cobas 2008). Additionally, the naturalized and racialized
connection between Spanish and Latinxs continues into the present (García & Mason 2009;
García 2009b)
It does not suit the needs of this chapter to offer an overview of the dozens and dozens of
trials and court cases during the Civil Rights era (1950s-1970s), as both wins and losses shaped
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the world of education in public schools for Latino/Chicano students in very specific and uneven
ways across different states and regions (but see, Haney-López 2001, 2003, 2006). That would
require an entire history of the Chicano Movement and coverage of the various political factions
working at the state, city, and independent school district scales. Additionally, even the most
well-established pro-Latino political organizations, such as The League of United Latin
American Citizens (LULAC), were fractured along gender lines (Orozco 2012), as well as its
own subscription to anti-Mexican immigrant ideologies (Gutiérrez 1995), and the idea that
Spanish should only be spoken at home (Lozano 2018). Sadly, LULAC themselves called
undocumented immigrants their own “Mexican Problem” (Gutiérrez 1995; Martinez 2013). This
is evidence of how deeply anti-Mexican ideology had penetrated the Mexican American
community itself. This explained why some militant Chicano activists were directly at odds with
more conservative approaches in the struggle for equality and access to education in the United
States, and at times directly rejected the label “Mexican American” precisely because LULAC
preferred this ethnoracial label (Muñoz Jr.. 2007 [1989]).
These few examples merely confirm what we already know about the imagined group
historically referred to by ethnoracial umbrella categories including “Chicano,” Latino,”
“Mexican” or “Latinx”: there is no unifying history, there is no unifying ethnoracial label or
category, there is no unifying linguistic practice (i.e., Spanish or English-Spanish bilingualism),
there is no unifying set of political stances, and there is no singular monolithic group that could
be said to be generally representative of the experience of Latinidad in the United States. Indeed,
Arlene Dávila (2014) goes so far as to characterize “Latinidad” as an empty signifier. There are
however, a couple political moments and passages of bills that should be noted here that are
directly relevant to the unfolding of how bilingual education would be undertaken in the United
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States, which will later help set the conditions for the unlikely opening of the bilingual
institution, UTRGV.
The Bilingual Education Act of 1968 was an important step in mandating bilingual
programs for the teaching of non-English speaking students. The act itself provided funding for
the “linguistically disadvantaged,” However, maintaining the students’ home language was not a
goal (O. García 2009; Delgado Bernal 1999), and some established bilingual language programs
that were designed to maintain the home language were dismantled in favor of Spanish to
English transitional programs. That students were commonly categorized as disadvantaged,
linguistically handicapped, mentally retarded, etc., can be thought of as the ongoing
rearticulation of deficit thinking, or what is today more commonly referred to as the deficiency
perspective (O. García 2009), a conceptual frame that defines students in terms of what they are
lacking or do not have enough of (respect for authority, language skills, parental guidance, etc.),
as opposed to leveraging the kinds of resources students arrive to school with. Despite efforts to
combat the deficiency perspective, it is clear that generations of Latinx students continue to be
subjected to “subtractive schooling,” or a specific assimilationist form of schooling designed to
subtract students’ heritage, cultural resources and value systems, and language capabilities to be
replaced with white American social norms (Valenzuela 1999; Paris & Alim 2014). Subtractive
schooling was one of the “solutions” to the historical “Mexican Problem.”
After the 1970s, in large part due to the Chicano Movement, Mexicans and Mexican
Americans would finally make their way in substantial numbers into higher education. Yet, the
deficiency perspective looms large in the United States, particularly regarding the EnglishSpanish bilingual practices of Latinxs (Otheguy & Stern 2011). Starting around the 2000s, there
has been a documented explosion of dual language programs in primary and secondary education
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across the country that promotes a second language as good for the economy (this topic will be
covered extensively in chapter 5). Unfortunately, bilingualism from white children continues to
be framed as inherently valuable, while racialized bilingualism remains viewed as a deficit to the
child (Flores, Tseng, & Subtirelu, eds. 2021; Valdés 1997). Or, as García and Sánchez (2022)
state, “For Spanish to be considered a possible resource for Anglo-monolingual students, Spanish
[can]not be associated with those enregistered as poor Brown and Black people and
undocumented non-citizens” (26).
In the next section, I will show how the deficiency perspective remains a powerful
organizing force in higher education, particularly in the perception that all Hispanic-serving
institutions (HSIs) are perpetually “underachieving” in relation to, for example, Predominantly
White Institutions (PWIs). Up to this point, I have presented some broad historical points to keep
in mind for the next section on higher education in the Rio Grande Valley: 1) the surrounding
geographic location of UTRGV, which is the product of a violent, colonial history that produced
a virulent hatred of Mexicans in Texas and the United States; and, 2) how nativist fears, white
supremacist ideology, and academic research would slowly cohere into a racist, hegemonic view
known as “the Mexican problem,” which I assert remains central to the notion that Mexicans
(and Latinxs in general), are categorically deficient. However, I will suggest that UTRGV has
leveraged the deficiency perspective in a unique, potentially productive, potentially progressive,
but also, in a potentially harmful way. I turn to this next.

Positioning UTRGV: The deficiency perspective in higher education
As asserted throughout this chapter, the Latinx experience in education includes the
historical accusation of being intellectually and linguistically deficient. Such experience reaches
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up to the highest levels of the field of higher education. For example, as mentioned above, the
“Mexican Problem,” can be said to have been rearticulated through what could be called a
broader “Latino Threat,” or an overall threat to an idealized white American livelihood from
anyone that might fall under the classification of “Latino” (Chavez 2013[2008]; Santa Ana 2002,
2009; Ruiz 2017 [2006]). This might include Mexicans, Dominicans, Haitians, anyone from a
real or imagined Latin American country (such as Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory). However, the
limits of ethnoracial categories are in constant reformation depending on the political conditions
of the era. The categories “Latino/a/x” or “Hispanic,” also come with the assumption of Spanish
speaking capabilities, which is almost always viewed as a direct threat to the dominance of the
English language in the United States (Ruiz 2017[2006]). In this sense, ethnoracial
classifications also work as metapragmatic proxy labels (Zentella 2007) in that they can imply
and interpellate a particular kind of language user. In the same way, labels like “bilingual” or
“Spanish speaker” can work as proxies for race (García & Sánchez 2022). Overall, the historical
“Mexican Problem” discourse and its more contemporary guises such as the deficiency
perspective and the “Latino Threat” discourse (Chavez 2013[2008]) comes with the assumption
that Latinx college students and Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) are inferior in relation to
white American college students and Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) (Rodríguez &
Calderón Galdeano 2015; Núñez 2017).
UTRGV, is classified as a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI), although, if one were to
glance over the university website, the designation is not anywhere visible to the casual viewer.
Scholars have observed that many universities hide their racially marked status or maintain a
“closeted identity” as an HSI (Contreras et al. 2008; Contreras & Contreras 2015; Cortez 2015).
This speaks to the hegemonic power of the deficiency perspective when it comes to Latinx

45

university students in the United States. The federal HSI designation does not require a public
proclamation of status, and indeed, many universities do not market themselves as such, nor do
they apply for this recognition or its federal funding (Garcia 2016). The deficiency perspective is
so powerful, universities seem to be making a simple cost/benefit calculation here: if a university
is striving to increase its status and legitimacy, it is a safer bet not to accept HSI federal funding
and its official classification and search for funding elsewhere.
In the American, and increasingly global, field of higher education, such a stigma can
become a barrier to institutional “prestige” (more on this below). And crucially, as Gina Garcia
(2019) has keenly observed about the positioning of Hispanic-serving institutions, the entire field
of American higher education is relationally stratified by race. There are, for example, the
designations Historical Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Tribal Colleges and
Universities (TCUs), Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), and Hispanic-Serving
Institutions (HSIs). To be clear, “prestige” comes to universities that are highly ranked in global
reports, which then have effects on which (“superstar”) faculty members may (or may not) apply
for faculty positions, which then may effect research funding, which then may effect an
institution’s status as a “research institution,” which may then effect which students may (or may
not) want to attend a particular university, which then circles back into perceptions of “prestige”
(Bastedo & Bowman 2010; Bastedo & Bowman 2011; Gardner 2010). This self-perpetuating
circle of prestige has, at this point, become a durable organizing force in the way colleges and
universities operate on a global scale. However, the metrics of success utilized within the global
and international circle of prestige are skewed to measure and place high value on very specific
types of “outcomes,” while simultaneously devaluing forms of “success” that could be—or,
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perhaps, should be—valued at individual Hispanic-serving institutions. Indeed, how a university
is perceived contributes to the way HSIs remain chronically underfunded (Doran 2015).
Widely accepted wisdom reports that HSIs “underperform” using the dominant metrics of
institutional and student “success” and “outcomes” such as selectivity, graduation and retention
rates. This has led scholars to contemplate on what exactly constitutes “serving” the Latinx
population and whether or not dominant metrics used at elite PWIs are appropriate in measuring
outcomes at HSIs (Contreras & Contreras 2015). In other words, “Hispanic” students do not
perform or exhibit behaviors that have been accepted as the pre-legitimized standards of
“traditional” college students (Diel-Amen 2015)—that is, Latinx students and HSIs are almost
always framed as “deviating” and “underachieving” in reports. Important to note is that the great
majority of Hispanic-serving institutions evolved from Predominantly White Institutions, so in
this sense, “traditional students” quite literally means “traditional white students” (Hertado &
Ruiz Alvarado 2015). But, there are often practical explanations for these differences. For
example, a Hispanic student who was taught to avoid debt by their family members might then
refuse to apply for student loans, preferring to work and payoff classes individually, which will
likely have the effect of prolonging the student’s tenure at the university by a few years. Even
though this Hispanic student will have graduated debt-free, this is measured as “underachieving”
in relation to a “traditional” (white) college student who graduated “on time” with potentially
thousands of dollars in student loan debt. Unfortunately, the debt-free college experience of the
hypothetical Hispanic student is not an institutionally valued and legitimized outcome and will
very likely damage the reputation of their university (Flores & Park 2013).
The speed by which a university can graduate individual students is just one of many
factors that feed into the perception of institutional “prestige,” which is also one of many
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accumulating factors that feed into the perception that Hispanic students are less dedicated to
education, or do not take advantage of the college experience, or, in the worst cases, offer
statistical support to the racializing common sense that Latinxs are slow, lazy, or less intelligent.
Again, this is clearly a rearticulation of the deficiency perspective, which does not consider
societal or structural factors and assumes it is Latinx students themselves that “naturally”
perform at a lower level than their white peers. UTRGV, however, is in a unique position to
create its own norms and metrics precisely because of its demographic makeup (89% Hispanic
student population) and assumed bilingual abilities of students (real or imagined). And, it
appears that UTRGV has been willing to take some unusual, and perhaps risky steps moving into
the future.
The “Hispanic-Serving Institution” (HSI) is an evolving concept (Contreras 2017). Most
HSIs are not founded to serve Hispanic students, but become categorized as such because of
demographic shifts in local populations (Garcia and Ramirez 2018). The only unifying
characteristic across Hispanic-serving institutions is their position as something other than a
Predominantly White Institution (PWIs)—meaning no ideal model of an HSI exists, which has
led scholars to diverge on what exactly constitutes “success” and what “outcomes” should be
prioritized as “serving” Latinx students. Some scholars assert that academic progress and
completion are indicators of successfully serving Latinx students (Garcia 2017; Flores and Park
2013; Contreras and Contreras 2015). Others believe that centering the Latinx student experience
and advocating for a culturally relevant curriculum will both “serve” students and produce
institutionally legitimized “outcomes” (Núñez, Ramalho, and Cuero 2010; Garcia and Okhidoi
2015; Garcia 2017). Still, others find it critical to diversify the faculty itself, who are more likely
to share similar life histories, expose students to multiple perspectives, use alternative
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pedagogies rooted in different epistemological starting points (Delgado Bernal & Villalpando
2002), and play pivotal roles as mentors and research collaborators (Contreras 2017; Gonzales
2015; Hurtado and Ruiz Alvarado 2015). However, one must also consider how certain forms of
“service” (like mentorship) are not valued in the same way as “research,” neither in the tenure
process nor in college rankings (Gonzales 2013, 2014). With diversifying faculty, then, must
come systemic changes that will ensure a greater inclusion in leadership roles (Garcia and
Ramirez 2018; Cortez 2015) and will require modifications to the tenure process in order to
allow these same faculty to serve at the highest levels of institutional governance as presidents,
chancellors, provosts and deans (de los Santos Jr. & Vega 2008). Taken together, it becomes
clear that comprehensive and systemic change is necessary to adequately meet the challenge of
“serving” Latinx (and other minoritized) students.
This brings into view another powerful relation: the competitive drive for “prestige” that
is produced within a tense hierarchical relationship between HSIs and the racially stratified field
of higher education. As we will see through this research, UTRGV is not immune from such
competitive behaviors. I think, however, that UTRGV’s overwhelming “Hispanic” student
population, along with the stereotypical perception that Hispanic students are bilingual, created
the conditions for UTRGV to leverage these factors into what potentially makes UTRGV a
“competitive” university amongst other universities. To be clear, it appears that Spanish and
English-Spanish bilingualism was being framed as a potential economic resource for its
graduates, as opposed to an assumed naturalized deficiency. Indeed, as will be revealed in
chapter four and five, administrators confirmed this was the case. Among the many reasons this
was possible now is the trend toward the uncritical celebration of “diversity,” which scholars are
rightfully suspicious of (Ahmed 2012).
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Conclusion: Leveraging “diversity” discourses
The wide-spread acceptance and promotion of so-called “diversity” discourses (which
includes “linguistic diversity”) is part of what has thus far allowed for the great success of
UTRGV to publicly promote itself as a “bilingual” Hispanic-serving institution without any
substantial political backlash. It comes, however, with a potentially dangerous catch: UTRGV
must be willing to frame Spanish and English-Spanish bilingualism into something economically
beneficial to south Texas, the nation, and the world—as a linguistic economic resource—as
opposed to promoting English-Spanish bilingualism for purposes of language maintenance, or
emotional health and familial connection, or the promotion of linguistic difference on its own, or
as an anti-hegemonic response to the subtractive schooling suffered by generations of Mexican
and Mexican American students in the Rio Grande Valley. Arlene Dávila have identified this as
a new way of economically framing and marketing Latinidad in the United States, what she has
appropriately called “Latino Inc.” (2001) and “Latino Spin” (2008). Scholars note that marked
difference, particularly with historically racialized groups (including Mexicans, Mexican
Americans, Latinxs, Asians, etc.), is often produced such that institutional participation is
deemed valuable so long as those minoritized groups look and behave a certain way—that is,
present as non-threatening to the political, racial and economic status quo, which, in all
likelihood, reproduces and hardens racial hierarchies (Shankar 2015; Ahmed 2012; Dávila 2001;
Dominguez 1994; Urciuoli 2022). When speaking of corporations and institutions of higher
education, that participation may take the form of embodying “diversity,” a form of difference
deemed economically and/or socially valuable in our contemporary stage of late capitalism (Rosa
& Bonilla 2017; Urciuoli 2022, 2016, 2011).
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In the context of colleges and universities, diversity discourses are used to improve the
institutional reputation and status while increasing the profitability of the school itself—what
Nancy Leong has identified as an aspect of “racial capitalism” (2013). Leong notes that while the
actual number of non-white students and faculty might slightly increase, it is ultimately up to the
university itself to decide what forms of racial difference will bring value to any given campus.
In other words, institutions of higher education decide who and what aspects of those groups are
valuable, not the minoritized groups themselves. Such strategic selections are part of what
Natasha Warikoo (2016) calls “the diversity bargain,” or the wager universities and white
students might take on assuming there will be an increase in one’s social capital by being able to
say one is affiliated with persons of color—an example of what critical race theorist Derrick Bell
(1980) called “interest convergence.” However, not all persons of color, or forms of difference
are valued in the same way, nor does every university’s demographic makeup afford the
potential for the same kinds of “diverse” forms of value (Turner 2018). For example, Zentella
(2018) found that many linguistics and Spanish language departments prefer hiring faculty who
specialize in varieties of Spanish from countries in Latin America or Spain, as opposed to faculty
who specialize in varieties of Spanish found in the United States. This means much thought is
placed onto what forms of linguistic difference are institutionally and nationally nonthreatening,
more “prestigious,” and deserving of inclusion as linguistic diversity.
According to the latest statistics, UTRGV’s student population is 90.8% Mexican descent
(Institutional Summary 2021-2022), a group that has been historically constructed as a racial and
linguistic threat to the United States. Indeed, the Spanish language and English-Spanish
bilingualism have also historically been framed as an existential threat to the English language,
which is hegemonically perceived as inherent to an American identity. Considering these
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historical factors, along with UTRGV’s location in the radically conservative state of Texas, it
appears that the bilingual university has (re)opened in less than ideal conditions. Yet, somehow,
this most unlikely event has happened, and it cannot be understated as a major achievement for
the Latinx community in the United States (Mena & García 2020). But, the future is not set. The
remainder of this ethnographic research will illustrate the myriad of challenges and difficulties
that emerged in the process of bringing into existence the bilingual university known as The
University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV). While the barriers, at times, appeared
insurmountable, we will be reminded that there continues to be an army of activist researchers,
faculty members and students ready to fight for the future of the bilingual university.
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CHAPTER 3:
THE SOCIAL PRACTICE OF NAMING IN A “GRINGO WORLD”:
FROM THE “UNMARKED” TO SEMIOTIC WHITENING

Vignette
My excitement grew as I waited for the first day of the undergraduate creative
writing seminar to begin. It was still a bit early, and the sleepy faces on my computer
screen appeared reluctant to participate any more than the typical first day round of
classroom introductions. One by one, students introduced themselves.
I typed faster than I had ever typed, struggling to keep up with all the names. The
professor requested students offer the desired pronunciation of their name and/or any
nickname they preferred. Out of the 18 students that morning, almost everyone who had a
Spanish-language first name presented an English-language nickname.
“Sup’, I’m Izzy.” (Screen name: Israel)
“Hi, my name is Guadalupe, but people call me GiGi.”
“I’m José, but just call me Joe.” (Screen name without diacritic marking: Jose)
“Hi. My name’s Oscar Jimenez. But, Ozzy is cool. Or O.J.”
“My name’s Ana, but I like it pronounced as ‘Anna,’ like in English”
When introductions were done, still impressed with my typing speed, I felt
comforted by the familiarity of all the brown faces, all the Valley-ites, my people. Yet,
for the first time, I noticed how consistently students nicknamed themselves with
English-sounding names. Why not use the common Spanish-language nicknames, I
wondered?
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Introduction
To help explain local naming practices, this chapter draws upon the novel George
Washington Gómez (1990, henceforth GWG), written by Rio Grande Valley native, folklorist
Américo Paredes. When I first read GWG, I discovered a continuity between the novel’s
representation of the early 1900s social practice of naming, and the social practice of naming in
the real-life stories of university students in the 2020s. The novel was written between 19351940, and that it is possible to find similarities in naming practices in the 2020s speaks to the
structural durability of the effects of colonial and white supremacist ideologies that continue to
shape present-day naming practices in the Rio Grande Valley. For these reasons, this chapter
deploys Paredes’s name for such ideologies and its material effects, what the novel’s various
characters referred to as the intrusion of “gringos” (white people) and their foreign “gringo
world” (1990), which includes the white supremacist values, institutional practices, and material
effects identified by various characters as being in direct conflict with Mexicans and their
cultural values.
Entailed within a white supremacist and/or gringo worldview is what Flores and Rosa
(2015) called the “white listening subject” positionality, which enacts and reproduces the
hegemonic white gaze that gets to hierarchize, objectify and mark certain individuals, groups and
social practices as deviating from a so-called “unmarked” norm (Kroskrity 2021; Smalls, Spears,
Rosa 2021; Collins 1990). The white listening subject is integral to “racialization,” or the process
by which racial difference is marked as dangerous to American social life from the perspective
of dominant individuals, groups, and institutions (Dick & Wirtz 2011; Urciuoli 1996, 2011). The
unusual name of the novel’s protagonist, George Washington Gómez, is a key element
throughout the novel. George’s English-language, hyper-American name often provoked
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controversy that helped to shape context-specific deployments that interacted with much longer
histories of colonialism, white supremacy, and American education. The name George
Washington was strategically chosen by his family precisely because it was marked as a gringo
name from the gringo world, and they believed that a white name paired with his light/white skin
tone would afford him social and economic possibilities not available to Mexicans in the Rio
Grande Valley. That is, the family hoped that by semiotically whitening their child—or
intentionally invoking signs historically linked to whiteness—he might be accepted as a fellow
white person of the gringo world. Meaning, whiteness was not invisible or “unmarked” to the
Mexican community, but was, and continues to be, the most marked form of difference in the
Rio Grande Valley. Today, part of the Rio Grande Valley’s social practice of naming includes
the use of English language names and nicknames, anglicized pronunciations, English language
spellings and “misspellings,” all of which hint at underlying and historically produced
worldviews shaped by histories of American white supremacy. In other words, to understand the
way meanings of a person’s name emerges, one must understand how a name “inevitably
indexes an entire world of cultural associations” (Rymes 1996:242).
The social practice of naming in the Spanish language entails the potential to be racially
“marked” as deviating from these idealized white social norms from the perspective of the white
listening subject. On the other hand, like with the nickname Gigi (from Guadalupe) in the
vignette above, the social practice of naming also offers the potential to be whitened—or,
potentially accomplish an “unmarked” status from an institutional perspective where
pronouncing Spanish-language names through an English-language phonology has been
historically constructed as a normative practice. However, describing such practices as
“normative” risks discounting the perspective of those who have never perceived such a practice
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as normative in the first place. In other words, anything described as “marked” and/or
“unmarked” is always a matter of perspective. It follows that “unmarkedness” cannot be taken
for granted, but should instead be framed as an accomplished, historically situated status from
within a limited perspective that is always institutionally contingent on the day-to-day minutia of
social life.
This chapter focuses on naming practices from the perspective of Mexicans and Mexican
Americans in the Rio Grande Valley—a geographic region shaped by the gringo world—and
how names are put to work in the daily lives of students from UTRGV. First, I present a
literature review of selected works from anthropological and linguistic anthropological literature
on the social practice of naming. Next, I focus on how naming can overlap with processes of
racialization—that is, meaning can be made with and through ideological perceptions of race
(Smalls 2020). Specifically, I focus on how names can become semiotically whitened in ways
that can resist, co-opt, but also potentially reproduce the white supremacist ideologies of the
gringo world. I analyze interviews with four research participants and how they perceive their
names and nicknames as indexing particular racial meanings and what becomes possible when
names are semiotically whitened to accommodate the needs of various social contexts. I hope to
show that whiteness and the gringo world does not exist as an “unmarked” set of idealized social
norms and values, but constitute, on the contrary, the most socially and racially marked
perspective in the Rio Grande Valley that can be strategically utilized to achieve specific ends.

The social practice of naming
Names have been the subject of much theoretical and philosophical scrutiny. In the
1800s, J.S. Mill characterized names as entirely “arbitrary,” with proper names existing outside
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of social context and imagined as holding purely referential content. Betsy Rymes (1996) finds
that this approach to naming (and signs in general) is reflected in more contemporary theories of
sign relations, such as Saussure’s proposition that signs are arbitrarily connected to their
referents (1972[1916]). However, anthropological and linguistic anthropological literature has
advanced our understanding of names as also context-bound, context-producing, as well as
accruing meanings across space and time. Rymes (1996, 1999) asserted that it is important to
consider not just names themselves, but the social practice of naming. Her theoretical approach
recognizes that the power of names and naming vary across communities and “depend on a
social history for their legitimacy” (1999:163). For example, in Rymes’ (1996) work with a
research participant nicknamed “Little Creeper,” she found that a school principal might use a
student’s gang name as itself enough evidence of wrongdoing to expel that student. Yet, in a
different context, Little Creeper invoked the authority of his gang name as part of a peacekeeping strategy between rival gangs. In other words, the emergent effects cannot be reduced to
the name itself, but to how the name indexed a form of individual and grouphood legitimacy
associated with the power, will, and presumed intentions of gang members. As Rymes noted,
“...the meaning of these names is not isolable to the decontextualized utterance, but bound up in
the culture and history of associations” (243).
This is particularly true when considering how individuals, depending on their
community, experience multiple naming events across a lifetime (Thompson 1996). As Rymes
(1996) noted, baptismal naming events in isolation are not effective in establishing meaning and
are dependent on social histories at various scales along with emergent contexts of use that
cumulatively stabilize the connection between a (nick)name and a person. For example,
McPherron’s (2009) research at a South-Chinese university revealed how students might choose
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English language names in an effort to display individuality, where the notion of “coolness” was
imagined to facilitate conversation with English-using friends and communities. However, the
idea that the practice of selecting an English language name could index coolness did not emerge
from the names themselves, but from the ideological presuppositions in “a larger imagination of
an international community in which English and certain cultural habits are valued, including
having an English or non-Chinese name” (524). McPherron (2016) later noted that in 2004 the
Ministry of Education in China set a long-term goal of having 20% of all undergraduate courses
in English. This can be thought of as an international moment of language planning, wherein the
hegemonic belief in the global dominance of English created the conditions for a nation-state to
strategize and begin creating an English-speaking workforce through a university. This
workforce would likely call for university students to adopt English language names. The
potential stakes of naming practices are wide. At times, what is at stake are claims to “coolness”
that center on an individual’s feelings. At other times, what is at stake is recognition by nationstates, or even the predicted economic growth of the state itself.
This was apparent in Shulist’s (2016) work on indigenous naming practices in a Brazilian
colonial context. Shulist illustrated how naming practices are mediated through various interests
that can include indigenous ideological belief systems, activist language revitalization efforts,
and/or state-level procedures and presuppositions. For example, to qualify for state resources,
one must acquire an indigenous name via a state-approved, community enacted indigenous
naming ceremony. However, these are still only singular baptismal events in a lifetime of
experiences. Riki Thompson (2006) asserts that overemphasizing a primary baptismal event is
limiting and tends to erase “the diachronic evolution of meaning” associated with common
naming events, such as “immigrations, entrance into the U.S. school system, [and] citizenship
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naturalizations” (189). In her research with bilingual Korean American women, Thompson found
that in the practice of adopting “American names,” participants often conflated Americanness
with whiteness (one research participant used the word “Caucasian”), and indeed some Korean
community members perceived the adoption of an American name as a threat to the maintenance
of Korean traditions. However, not selecting an American name was also perceived as a barrier
to acceptance in American English-speaking communities. In other words, English language,
“white sounding” names potentially entailed access and privileges.
The immigrant experience offers a unique perspective into naming as social practice that
considers various ideological scales, from individuals to institutions, from spaces like the home
to nation-states, and relative short timeframes to multi-generational timeframes, all of which
presuppose histories as well as position social actors within constellations of multilayered
ideological beliefs. As with other racialized groupings in the United States, to understand the
practice of naming Mexicans and Mexican Americans, it is necessary to look at how naming
practices are mediated through discursive racializing processes that mark specific individuals,
groups and social practices as a threat to the hierarchical supremacy of idealized “unmarked”
white norms—or, what Bonnie Urciuoli (1996) has called the semiotic process of “racialization.”
However, in the Rio Grande Valley, it was difficult to speak of idealized white norms as
“unmarked” social practices when whiteness has historically been explicitly marked as the most
threatening mode of perception to Rio Grande Valley residents. For example, as covered in
chapter two, historically, white people and white supremacy were the literal existential threat to
the local way of life, from lynching, to segregation, to the common experience of brown children
being abused by white schoolteachers, to subtractive schooling designed to erase/assimilate
Mexican and Mexican American linguistic practices. Therefore, in the context of the Rio Grande
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Valley, I seek to make space for the inclusion of whiteness as itself a threatening form of marked
racial difference to non-white racialized people and their social practices.
Perhaps, then, talking about whiteness and the gringo world from a racially marked
positionality requires a terminological adjustment in order to center the perspective wherein
whiteness and the gringo worldview are not perceived as “unmarked,” but as the most explicitly
marked and threatening perspective that deviates from the cultural and epistemological value
systems of Mexican and Mexican Americans in the RGV. To be clear, so-called “unmarked”
practices, what are often presumed to be mostly invisible and widely held assumptions about
whiteness and white people, simply do not hold up against ethnographic scrutiny wherein the
perspective of Mexican and Mexican Americans is centered. I believe this can help explain why
an individual may deploy a markedly Spanish-language “Mexican name” in one context, only to
later strategically shift to a markedly English-sounding “white American name” to facilitate
movement in and out of specific contexts perceived as explicitly structured by the gringo world.
This is a specific technique of adding racial meanings, not meant to mark as deviant or
threatening, but to whiten in order to blend in with the perspective that makes up the threatening
gringo worldview and the institutional workings of white supremacist ideologies that would
otherwise place them at a disadvantage. Up next, I present my theoretical approach to semiotic
whitening and how it can build off contemporary linguistic anthropological literature.
Theoretical approach: From “unmarkedness” to semiotic whitening
The emergence of racial marking has been called discursive “racialization” (Urciuoli
1996; Dick & Wirtz 2011)—or, the way groups and individuals are semiotically marked as
dangerously different and hierarchized according to dominant “unmarked” perceptions of race
that descend from colonial and white supremacist values. The emergence of “markedness” (and
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by extension “unmarkedness”) has deep ties to the study of language, tracing back to the 1930s
with Nicholas Trubetzkoy and Roman Jakobson (Haspelmath 2006). Throughout the farreaching academic career of the notion of “markedness,” and, depending on which theorists were
employing the term and what discipline they were most strongly affiliated with, markedness took
on a variety of “senses” (Haspelmath 2006). For example, markedness was used to identify
phonological variations, or the degree of explicitness and specificity of a linguistic feature, or
how difficult a phenomenon was to describe with accuracy, or the statistical frequency with
which a phenomenon was said to occur. At some point, “markedness” would eventually take on
the guise of abnormality and deviation from a normative linguistic structural essence where,
inevitably, hierarchical orderings would solidify. Haspelmath (2006) identified at least 12 senses
of the ways “markedness” has been used within different theoretical paradigms over the last
century, which also produced at least as many senses of “unmarkedness.” In other words, what
counted as “marked” or “unmarked” was a matter of disciplinary perspective. Eventually,
theories of markedness/unmarkedness would spread across many arenas of social science.
In recent linguistic anthropological research, the ground by which racial difference is
measured is generally referred to as “unmarked.” However, Rusty Barrett (2014) reminds us that
the norms and senses that make up “unmarkedness” within theories of sign relations is itself first
and foremost a theoretical construct proposed from specific disciplinary perspectives via
historically situated theorists. It appears that the wide application of markedness theory to
theories of racialization has resulted in the creation of an “unmarked” center, or ground, or an
autonomous essence that is said to be the relational measure of all things. Meaning, its
theoretical weight, its flexibility to mean almost anything, along with the frequency of its
deployment helps to performatively bring into existence the realm of unmarkedness. Indeed, the
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term “unmarkedness” appears to be capable of being anything and everything that is rarely
spoken of, or any phenomenon that is difficult to perceive. However, I believe that more recent
work has begun to deconstruct the “unmarked” subject positions that help reproduce the
“unmarked” ground. For example, this can be seen in the work that deals with institutionally
legitimized “listening subjects” (Inoue 2006), and more importantly here, “white listening
subjects.” (Flores & Rosa 2015; Rosa & Flores 2017), which I turn to next.
The process of marking racialized phenomena involves conflating perceived
commonalities of racialized group members with particular social practices, and then
naturalizing that connection (Chun & Lo 2016). For example, in the United States the linguistic
practice of Spanish-speaking might be framed as a phenomenon that, overtime has become
emblematic of Mexican and Latinx groupings (Chaparro 2016; Rosa 2019; Mendoza-Denton
2008), even as Spanish is used in communities around the world. Such propositions can be
described as emerging from “raciolinguistic ideologies” (Flores & Rosa 2015), wherein the white
institutional gaze—the perception that produces linguistic norms based on the idealized linguistic
practices of “white people”—creates the conditions wherein non-white groups are marked,
defined, and hierarchized in relation to whiteness. Persons and institutions that engage in
reproducing such ideological presuppositions can be thought of as “white listening subjects” or
“white perceiving subjects.” However, while any individual or any institution can occupy such
positionality, not all are viewed as legitimate enough to enforce such a mode of perception on to
others.
In the United States, linguistic anthropologists have identified a major underlying
language ideology that has helped imagine America as primarily a monolingual, Englishspeaking nation. Silverstein (1998) has described alignment with such presuppositions as part of
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“a culture of monoglot standardization,” where powerful actors embrace an idealized
monolingual norm despite no one actually adhering to such norms. And, as Flores and Rosa
(2015) assert, such norms emerge from a settler-colonial epistemology, which is intimately
related to notions of white supremacy. And, as Kroskrity (2021) asserts, “Nowhere is language
regimentation more important for maintaining white supremacy than in the maintenance of
seemingly benign ‘Monoglot Standard’ English” (183, my emphasis). It appears “benign”
because the connection between Americanness, whiteness, and the English language has been
naturalized, or presented as “just the way it is.” However, and the larger point here, it does not
appear benign to everyone, nor are the felt effects of such a proposition. This is a specific
historically-situated interpretation of Monoglot Standard English.
It follows then how names marked as non-English, and for purposes of this chapter,
Spanish language names have the potential to position actors as non-white and something other
than American. I will show how particular (nick)names that were mediated through English
and/or Spanish presupposed and entailed possibilities, constraints and likelihoods. But, the range
of effects can be vastly differing depending on the institutional context. For example, using an
English language name in school was different than using an English language name at a
coffeeshop. In this example, the presupposed histories that produced the conditions where such
naming choices must be made were different, but likely emerged from the historical presence of
overlapping historical ideologies that make up the gringo world. In order to better understand
what meanings are selected as relevant or irrelevant to particular actors—whether it be a person
naming oneself or a person giving a name to an other—I take an approach that prioritizes
indexicality.
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A focus on indexicality foregrounds the ongoing emergence of meanings that may be
activated, backgrounded or erased in particular contexts, which are themselves nested within
multiple constellations of ideologically related meanings, or what Penelope Eckert (2008) calls
“indexical fields.” Indexicals come bundled with presupposed meanings and histories that entail
a range of productive effects on any given context, which may reinforce previous indexical
connections or forge new ones (Silverstein 2003a). Indexicality is a culturally embedded mode of
signification. People come to notice, in varying degrees of intensity, only some signs as
connecting to other signs, while others are taken for granted. And, the degree to which some
signs become marked by a particular meaning depends on the degree to which signs are
conventionalized, institutionalized, or naturalized. Meaning, indexical fields may be rearranged
and over time lead human agents to interpret them as cohering into relatively stable racializing
discourses that mark certain groups, bodies, and linguistic practices in everyday social life.
One semiotic approach to race and naming is offered by Mary Bucholtz, which she calls
“indexical bleaching” (2015; also see Squires 2014). Bucholtz (2015) characterizes indexical
bleaching as a “technique of deracialization, or the stripping of contextually marked ethnoracial
meaning from an indexical form” (275, my italics). For example, in Bucholtz’ research, one
Latinx student described the necessity of presenting their last name “Gutierrez” through an
English language phonology to accommodate for people less familiar with Spanish. Bucholtz
characterizes such moments of derecialization and indexical bleaching as “the literal reshaping of
ethnoracially marked names—phonologically, orthographically, and even lexically—in ways that
reduce their ethnoracial specificity” (275, my italics). However, later in this publication, she also
characterizes these moments as the process of “phonologically whitening names viewed by the
dominant culture as racially and culturally other…” (285, my emphasis). On its surface, this
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appears to be a contradiction. Is indexical bleaching “reducing ethnoracial specificity,” or, is it
whitening, and therefore adding signs and racial meanings? I propose that it would be more
productive not to think of this as a matter of contradiction, but as a matter of two interpretations,
or two perspectives of the same event.
To be clear, I am not saying that subtraction (reduction) is not happening or is less
important than the adding (whitening) of racial meanings—indeed, they work simultaneously
and are co-constituting elements of meaning making. I am saying that to emphasize the
subtraction of racial meanings requires the perceiver to interpret such events from a specific
vantage point. In the same way, to view the same event as entailing the addition of racial
meanings also entails a differing vantage point. In this chapter, in scenarios where a person’s
name is changed within a racializing indexical field, I place more attention on what or who is
being racialized via the addition of indexicals—that is, made to sound unremarkable, or, at
minimum, palatable from the perspective of the white listening subject. This suggests names are
not simply “de-racialized” (undergoing a subtraction of racial indexicals), but undergoing what I
am calling semiotic whitening—that is, being actively marked as white and therefore potentially
“unmarked” from a gringo worldview.
Being raised in the Rio Grande Valley, surrounded by Mexican and Mexican American
friends and family, where conversations about what “white people do” were common, whiteness
was never “unmarked” to my perception. I also remember my white-identifying friends as quite
conscious of being racially marked in the Valley as white, and often identified the white gaze
themselves (Roth-Gordon 2011; Hartigan 1999; Delfino 2021). Additionally, locally conducted
ethnographic research has also revealed that white persons who lived in the Valley at times
perceived the Rio Grande Valley as a “foreign” land, which often led to anglos themselves
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feeling like the “foreigners” to the region (Richardson & Pisani 2017 [1999]). This led me to
begin asserting: if something is perceivable, it is marked. And, if something is commonly
characterized as “unmarked,” we should ask: Unmarked for whom?
These kinds of experiences have led me to begin theorizing how social actors and
institutions create the conditions where something or someone becomes perceived as
“unmarked,” what myself and Ofelia García (2020) have elsewhere called the process of
unmarking. In our research, we suggest that the hegemonic racialization of Spanish and EnglishSpanish bilinguals in the United States was being countered by the strategic marketing of
UTRGV that framed Spanish as valuable specifically as an economic resource that would result
in competitive bilingual workers ready for the global marketplace. This framing is very distant
from, for example, a university proposing that Spanish and bilingualism are valuable to local
Mexican and Mexican American students as part of their heritage, or as a valuable activist
approach to undo over a century of racist subtractive schooling and forced Americanization
(Valenzuela 1999; González 2013[1990]; Nájera 2015; San Miguel Jr. 1999, 2004). Instead,
UTRGV was flooding the indexical field with meanings associated with the global marketplace,
drowning out local histories of racism (such as the so-called “Mexican Problem” or the “Latino
Threat”) and erasing the connection between Spanish and the local Mexican population—that is,
Spanish and bilingualism were undergoing the process of unmarking, where signs of
“unmarkedness” slowly subsume signs of racial markedness. The end goal, so to speak, would be
to achieve an institutionally legitimized “unmarked” status from the perspective of the white
listening subject, a perspective quite literally located outside of the Rio Grande Valley.
Describing something as “unmarked” without acknowledging the “unmarked” white
perceiving subject is an important part of the process that serves to obscure white supremacist
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ideology. And, to be clear, something, someone, or some group achieving the status of
“unmarkedness” is not itself the problem. The problem lay when such an “unmarked”
phenomena—a something, someone, or some group—becomes perceived as hierarchically
superior via nature itself, while the historical creation, or authors of such a perspective are
erased. In other words, problems arise when an aspect of American society, such as inequality or
racial hierarchy, achieve the status of unremarkably true, simple, or “just the way it is,” while
also being part of a white hegemonic common sense that makes analyzing such ideological
propositions near impossible.
I have chosen to focus on the social practice of naming because of its clear racializing
potential, and it also allows me to make a contribution to theories of naming and racial
indexicality. A students’ name is one of the first pieces of information learned, particularly in
university classrooms where self-introductions are the norm. Research participants were asked
about naming practices both inside and outside the university setting. What became clear is there
are many reasons a person’s name might change depending on the context, and at times a
person’s name shifts and shapes the range of possible outcomes of a context in real-time. In
some cases, “unmarkedness” from the socially dominant perspective—from the gringo
worldview—was itself desirable and then strategically achieved. For example, one research
participant radically anglicized the pronunciation of his name to accommodate for white,
English-monolingual customers at work. While an anglicized name may have been “unmarked”
to the white customer, to the research participant, he knew he was whitening his name. As
asserted above, what is “marked” and “unmarked” is a matter of perception, for if it is
perceivable, it is marked. In the ethnographic data I present in this chapter, I will illustrate how
research participants are often renamed against their wishes, but also at times strategically
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rename themselves in particular contexts. In doing so they sometimes hijack, resist, and even
coopt raciolinguistic ideologies that might otherwise keep them in a subordinate social
positionality. Often, however, names functioned to enable the ordinary movement of people in
and out of the everyday operation of social life.

Naming in the “Gringo World”
I participated in two creative writing seminars—one undergrad level, and one graduate
level, both taught by the same faculty member. In the undergraduate course, there were 16
students on the first day, while in the graduate course there were 8 students on the first day.
While some students dropped, others were added, and the total number of students in each class
remained about the same. On average, the graduate students were generally between 25-35 years
of age and working full-time jobs while the undergraduate students were around 18-25 years old
with no observably consistent work patterns. Approximately 90% of all students pronounced
their name and/or nicknames in English. One of the few people that presented their name through
a Spanish language phonology was the oldest undergraduate student, a darker skin-toned man
with grizzled, shoulder-length grey hair, likely in his 50s, who chain-smoked on camera
throughout the semester. In this context, he would likely be perceived as an elder among the
undergraduates (likely 20+ years older than the average age-range of the other students). He
made no attempt to alter the pronunciation of his name: “Hípolito Sierra.” In the graduate course,
more students introduced themselves through a Spanish-language phonology, but also followedup with an English language alternative. For example: “I’m Gabriela, but you can also call me
Gabby,” or “I’m Julian, but you can call me J.” While more graduate students gave Spanishlanguage versions of their names as options, again the average age of students and the
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collegiality of a small graduate course were among the factors as to why a person might name
switch in this classroom context.
Yet, I would suggest that another factor among the students was the wide-spread
acknowledgement that one cannot assume younger people from the Valley are confident in their
Spanish abilities, or more specifically, not everyone is well practiced in Spanish-language
phonological production. For example, the rolled -rr’s in the student’s last name, “Hípolito
Sierra,” can be difficult to anyone who doesn’t practice this consonant cluster frequently. What
did become clear was that students had several names that they readily switched between or
altered depending on the immediate context. Additionally, often names indexed ideological
assumptions about race, class, gender, skin color, immigration status, linguistic abilities, and
institutional space. As will be illustrated, the gringo worldview, in varying degrees of
explicitness, served as the indexical ground through which participants made sense of naming
practices.
More often than not, participants were eager to describe the way their names appeared to
take long circuitous biographical journeys, entering and exiting different contexts, finally
transitioning to their more recent preferences, sometimes up to four or five or six different
names. In many cases, the shaping of a person’s name began long before they were explicitly
conscious of the process. While names are never finalized, there are certain spaces that seem to
deeply influence decisions of social actors regarding their naming practices. School classrooms
were presented as places where names appeared to have such solidifying effects. Unfortunately,
part of the public-school experience will very likely entail mocking of some sort. Trying to avoid
unpleasant situations having to do with the practice of naming was relatively common, especially
in school. Participants were quick to retell some of these scenarios.
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Misnaming & Misgendering: “It’s spelled ‘Joan,’ but always read as ‘Juan’”
I met “Joan Lynn Garcia” in the evening graduate course. She stood out on the tiled
classroom Zoom screen as looking “formal”—wearing what might be considered professional
work attire, with blush and dark eyeshadow. I would discover she worked overnight as a
producer for the local morning news channel. Joan was the person who scripted local news
reports by sifting through all the major news outlets and then deciding what would be of
relevance to Rio Grande Valley TV news audiences. So, after her evening graduate class, she
went to work. I asked Joan for an interview via email. We spoke a few days later on Zoom.
Joan’s mother named her after an American 1970s TV superhero. Unfortunately, her
name was a catalyst to constant bullying throughout her childhood.
Joan: My name is Joan Lynn Garcia, which, I'm glad you started there because growing
up in the Valley, has always been kind of like a point of contention for me. Only because,
it's really dumb now that I'm an adult, but like growing up every year, every teacher,
every class, it was always the same thing, where—and it's spelled Joan—but, it was
always read [aloud during attendance roll call] as “Juan.” So, if I didn't go up to a teacher
and like tell them before [class started], what my name was, they would just
automatically read it as Juan, which is not a big deal, but it was only [unpleasant] because
the other kids would make fun of me for it. (Interview, May 13, 2021)
While Joan asserted the mistake was “not a big deal,” she states that it has “always been kind of
like a point of contention.” It is clear that across a lifetime, being constantly and simultaneously
misnamed and misgendered was cumulatively taxing. And, indeed, as Joan asserts, “[…] it was
really easy to be bullied because of my name for that reason.” It is not possible to definitively
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assert how and why this exact mistake was made from year to year, from teacher to teacher, yet
this was an observable pattern from another research participant with a very similar story.
His name was “Virgilio Martinez,” another student from the evening graduate seminar,
who was close to finishing a degree in the MFA program as an English-Spanish bilingual poet.
He was a reserved person with an interest in photography and podcasting. In fact, months after
our conversation, he asked me if I would be willing to be interviewed on his podcast. I was
excited to return the favor. In class, he stated his naming preferences as either “V” or Virgilio,
pronounced through an English language phonology. After a quick email correspondence asking
for an interview, we met a few days later on a Zoom call. He appeared on-screen looking the way
he did in class: from his bedroom office chair, sitting close to his webcam, and wearing big,
puffy gaming-style headphones. When I asked him if he had any nicknames, he began by
describing a scenario that he described as an ongoing “conflict.”
Virgilio: When I was younger, I wasn't such a huge fan of the name. […] It really just
stemmed from, honestly, like being in [elementary and middle school] classes, and then
we have a substitute teacher, and the teacher is going down the list of attendance and they
say “Virginia.” And, it's like, well, is that me? Usually that's my name in the order [of roll
call] that we're going down. […] and it happened so many times. It usually was, you
know, “Virginia.” So for the longest time, in elementary and in middle school, I was so
uncomfortable with having this, this longer than normal name with these very particular
pronunciations that certain people couldn't roll off the tongue as easy. (Interview, May
10, 2021)
The experience of being misnamed and misgendered was described as “the conflict” that
emerged from his given name, causing him to be “so uncomfortable.” Virgilio would further add

71

that he remembered most of the school substitute teachers as having Spanish language surnames,
meaning, were likely Mexican or Mexican American and from the Rio Grande Valley. As
already asserted, schools in the Rio Grande Valley are perceived as English dominant spaces,
where the ability to produce English-language linguistic features are assumed to be part of the
local linguistic repertoires.
While Virgilio did not explicitly describe bullying, one can imagine how typical a
misgendered class introduction could be a catalyst for name-calling. Indeed, as I experienced
most of my primary and secondary education in the Valley around the same time as Virgilio, I
can attest to how putting a boy’s gender into question (which is quickly conflated into
heteronormative sexual preferences) was often the most socially damaging way boys marked and
bullied one another. For example, bullies often changed my first name Mike to “Michelle” as a
quick and easy way to pick on me. Gloria Anzaldua (2012[1984]) describes anxieties about
gender and sexuality, and the resultant heteronormative enforcement of such ideological
perspectives, as a product of the clash between what she too called “the gringo world” (93) and a
Chicano identity, which was attached to an imagined masculinity-centered culture in Mexico. In
both Joan and Virgilio’s classroom experiences, it may be more accurate to foreground the
feelings of unpleasantness as not so much stemming from an accidental misnaming, but more so
about being shoved into an indexical field of meanings that constitutes misgendering as
potentially a sign of a deviant non-heteronormative sexuality—an explicitly marked positionality
in these contexts. And, as we might know, this is something that could be extremely damaging to
a young person’s public-school reputation.
Yet, Virgilio also described being “uncomfortable” with having a “longer than normal
name” that “certain people couldn’t roll off the tongue.” He believed this is at least partly why
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renamings happened in the first place. This, I would assert, has mainly to do with the local
prominence of subtractive schooling (Valenzuela 1999), or, specifically Spanish to English
transitional schooling, which continues to be a powerful educational force in the Rio Grande
Valley (reviewed in chapter two). What I vividly remember about my own local school
experience (as a student and as a teacher) was that the glorification of English had the effect of
stigmatizing all Spanish language usage in the classroom. However, schools are not the only
places marked as English dominant spaces as the culture of an English language monoglot
standard organizes most, if not all spaces in the Rio Grande Valley. For example, Starbucks are
assumed to conduct business in English. Virgilio would go on to say:
Virgilio: I can’t go to a Starbucks and necessarily say my name, especially if it’s
crowded, because they just will not hear me or they’ll write something else. I’ve gotten,
like “Rogelio.” […] I would just say, “oh it’s, uhhh, put down ‘V’”. Just the first letter.
When dealing with customer service located in English dominant spaces, Virgilio has been
misnamed so many times in his life that he prefers to switch out his name for simply the first
letter, which provides at the very least a minimal level of accuracy in self-identifying. But this
also avoids putting the barista in a position to out themselves as being unable to spell Spanish
language names, which, despite this being quite common, can be a source of “linguistic
insecurity” to many younger Valley-ites (Zentella 2007). Or, as Anzaldua observed, when
Latinos are around other Latinos, “[they suffer] from a sense of language inadequacy and its
accompanying discomfort” (2012:93). In other words, being non-Spanish speaking and Mexican
American can be an explicitly marked positionality from the perspective of Valley-ites,
especially when considering the surrounding context and age of the speaker. The switch to the
English language initial (“V”) prioritizes the cultural values of locals, and should not be seen as
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necessarily adopting an English language monolingual norm, or a practice that is (only)
“unmarked” from the perspective of the gringo world. This is an example of centering the
perspective of the racialized subject, or, interpreting the event from the local point of view.
While Virgilio switching his name in scenarios such as these can be perceived as the
avoidance of misnaming, there are other effects on the context that are also important. Deploying
one’s name pronounceable through an English phonology marks his participation in the coconstruction of an English dominant space. And, by refusing to assume a wider, regional
English-Spanish bilingualism or biliteracy, he avoids shifting the positionality of the barista into
the position of a non-Spanish speaking Mexican American. Together, Starbucks achieves
“unmarkedness” as an English-dominant space—that is, “unmarked” from a specific and narrow
gringo worldview where the unofficial language of the United States is English. While public
and/or business spaces can themselves bring about a perceived history of appropriate language
usage (Hill 1999; Barrett 2006), the individual actors—be it employees, management, or
clientele—also have a direct effect on how day to day operations unfold, which tends to alter
how people present their names.

Misnaming at Work: “’Hum-bear-toe’ is fine.”
We can see how this plays out in “Humberto Ramirez” story, a late-20s student from the
evening graduate course who worked as an optician for a major department store. At times
Humberto and I were alone in the Zoom room waiting for class. We had long conversations
about wearing glasses—of all things!—and we were both strangely enthusiastic about new
technologies emerging for people with poor vision. If we were not speaking of glasses, we often
spoke about comic book characters, specifically, the lack of Latinx superheroes. His bedroom
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was decorated with comics and collectable figurines from wall-to-wall. Eventually, I asked if he
would be willing to be interviewed for my research. We scheduled an interview for a few days
later.
The topic of his job as an optician quickly came up and as he knew that I was interested
in race, and whiteness in particular, he was primed to speak of his interactions with white
clientele. Around the winter seasons, the Rio Grande Valley receives a large influx of temporary
guests known as “winter Texans,” also known as “snowbirds,” who are persons from northern
states that “migrate” to the warmer weather of southern states during the winter. In the Rio
Grande Valley, these folks are almost always White, married, English-monolingual, upper-class,
republican, and retired persons that travel down with campers or otherwise live in high-end
mobile home parks built specifically for seasonal winter Texans.
Because of Humberto’s job, he frequently finds himself dealing with winter Texan
customers who would try to read his employee name tag. Locally, winter Texans are generally
seen as polite and friendly, but nevertheless are marked as anglo tourists that naively hold an
exoticized view of “Mexican culture.” In this conversation, Humberto described the
awkwardness he consistently felt when his name is perceived as difficult to pronounce. Because
of this, he goes by a variety of names depending on the context.
Humberto: [M]y friends call me Herbie. My parents call me Humberto. I guess this girl
that I'm dating, calls me Humberto because she's more [of a] Spanish speaker. I hate to
say it, I have a difficult name. I dislike my name so much. I've grown to embrace it, but I
dislike my name so much because it's, you know, I work with a lot of winter Texans,
many come down to Texas. And they're like, “thank you for your help hummmmbeerrrrr…” [And, I say] “Hum-bear-toe” is fine. Please, don't try. I don't even like saying
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my name, you know.” [laughter…] [And,] Herbie is my restaurant name, [like, when I’m
at] the drive-through, or whenever I'm ordering something from Starbucks or at a
restaurant. [When they ask] “Under whose name is the order?” I'm like, “Herbie,”
because, [well], it's not even an ordeal, just, uh, that whole scenario where [they’re] like,
“How do you spell your name?” Or like, “How do you pronounce your name?” Or,
“What was that again?” Just, please, let's not have this conversation. Just go put
“Herbie,” please. So those are the names I do. I go by Herbie [with] my friends, Beto and
Humberto [with] my parents and maybe like more of a personal communication with
somebody. (Interview, May 13, 2021)
Like all research participants, Humberto went by at least a few names that are specific to the
people he was speaking to or the specific contexts that he was in, like his friends (Herbie) or his
parents and personal confidants (Humberto and Beto). With winter Texans, he typically resorted
to semiotically whitening his Spanish-language name and would insist, “’Hum-bear-toe’ is fine.”
In these moments, he radically alters the pronunciation of his name, inventing a pronunciation
that might be physically easier for monolingual English speakers. However, in no sense would
such a pronunciation be “unmarked.” Indeed, it would likely sound odd from the perspective of
both Spanish- and English-language speakers.
Nevertheless, Humberto would rather not feel obligated to facilitate an impromptu
Spanish pronunciation lesson. Which is evident in his imagined responses to Winter Texans:
“Please, don’t, don’t try.” For, as Humberto asserts, “I have a difficult name.” This is likely true
for non-Spanish speakers in a couple of ways. Aside from the physically rolled “r” that is
difficult when not practiced frequently, there are additional Spanish-language phonological
features that require a much more familiarity with the Spanish language itself. For example, one
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must know that the first letter of Humberto’s name—the ‘h’—is silent. And, the ‘b’ sounds much
more like a ‘v’ in English.
At Starbucks and restaurants, he prefers to use an English language nickname, “Herbie.”
While he insists that “it’s not an ordeal” to receive follow-up questions such as “What was that
again?” or “How do you spell your name?”, clearly, he has become exhausted with this line of
questioning. We might then think of individual, isolatable misnaming as not in themselves
“ordeals,” but when considering the cumulative effect of each misnaming across time, it was
easy to perceive the frustration in Joan, Virgilio, and Humberto. A sense of defeat can be felt
with one of Humberto’s imagined responses: “Just, please, let’s not have this conversation. Just
go put ‘Herbie,’ please.” The word “please” is not politeness, but a preemptive dismissal similar
to saying “please, just go away.” Similar to Virgilio, he attempts to avoid total misnaming by
providing a simplified alternative, or an anglicized version of his first name. Through this action,
Humberto too participates in the co-construction of English-dominant spaces (such as Starbucks
and his job). What was similar in Humberto and Joan’s characterization of these scenarios was
the downplaying of how much it personally bothers them, described by Humberto as “not even
an ordeal,” or, described by Joan as “really dumb” to complain about as an adult. Such
downplaying is perhaps what Anzaldúa (2012) characterized as Chicano’s “suffer[ing] from
excessive humility.” Or, perhaps, years of having the same experience of misnaming over and
over is simply exhausting.

Names and Skin Color: “I've always had all the privileges of a white person.”
Here I return to the same conversation with “Joan” who had a complex relationship with
her light skin tone, or, as she said, “I've always had all the privileges of a white person.” She
reported that depending on the context, she was racialized frequently as either white American,

77

or as an upper-class white Mexican. Valley-ites are well versed in the wide color tone spectrum
that Mexicans embody: from stereotypical perceptions of whiteness that includes light skin and
blond hair, to stereotypical perceptions of Mexicanness that includes dark skin with dark hair. In
other words, light skin is not assumed to be indexical of American whiteness, but, rather, is
interpreted differently in different contexts. To be clear, all ethnoracial groupings can have an
unlimited range of phenotypical traits, but not all are selected as relevant. According to Joan’s
experience, light/white skin does not have a stable meaning in the Rio Grande Valley and was
itself the reason she became highly marked in certain situations. This violates a basic premise (or
one of the senses) of “unmarkedness” when the term is used to describe whiteness as an
unmarked, invisible norm from all perspectives.
Joan: So, if I were to walk into a store, a lot of times I get spoken to in Spanish because I
think they assume I'm from Mexico. I went to [name of school district], so like the people
called them “fresas.” I think, well, they thought that I was like a fresa.
Here, Joan retells the experience of being a light-skinned customer in a Spanish-speaking mom
& pop shop, where she becomes marked as likely an international shopper from Mexico.
Locally, these are referred to as simply “internationals,” a commonly used local categorization
that refers to Mexican citizens that cross the Texas-Mexico border to visit the local shopping
malls, or otherwise conduct business in the Rio Grande Valley. International shoppers are
imagined to be monolingual Spanish-speakers, light/white skinned and from elite social classes
in Mexico.
Related to locally imagined “internationals” are their imagined young adult children, or
“fresas,” who are marked as having a distinct linguistic register of Spanish associated with
youthfulness and arrogance. Both “internationals” and “fresas” are figures of personhood (Agha
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2005), or, imagined kinds of people with distinct histories and behaviors, including distinct
linguistic registers. The fresa, to sum up, was locally characterized as a youthful cosmopolitan
and elite white member of Mexican society (Chaparro 2016; Mendoza-Denton 2006). And, like
other kinds of perceived elites, was often both locally envied and despised (Reyes 2017, 2021).
Yet, Joan being marked as fresa was made possible by several contextual elements. One element
might include which store Joan was actually in and its historically constructed linguistic norms.
For example, Starbucks are constructed as “American” and English dominant, while local “mom
& pop” convenience stores are generally constructed as “Mexican” and Spanish dominant.
In the excerpt above, there is a good chance the sales representative interpreted Joan’s
light skinned presence in a “mom & pop Mexican” business space as a signifier of white
Mexican internationality, which then had the effect of indexing an assumed Spanish language
proficiency. On the other hand, if the sales representative had known Joan’s English-language
name—that is, a named marked by Americanness, the English language, and potentially
whiteness—the course of events may have unfolded very differently. Meaning, the assumption of
white Mexican internationality or fresa-hood may not have been deployed. In this example,
Joan’s light/white skin was conflated with ideological constructions of elite Mexican whiteness,
precisely because her English language first name was not known to the cashier. In the next
example, Joan recounts a moment where she was not racially perceived as a white Mexican, but
as a white American. And, this was precisely because people knew her name was Joan.
When Joan’s first name was interpreted alongside her white/light phenotypical qualities,
Joan has found herself in uncomfortable situations with winter Texans who assumed she was
white. In these scenarios, her Spanish language last name Garcia was not known. As part of
Joan’s job, she often found herself interacting with winter Texans.
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Joan: It's really interesting being in the Valley looking the way that I do. Only because I
have all the privileges, I've always had all the privileges of a white person. […]
And, what's also very interesting, I think, is the way that white people treat me here.
Because the work that I was doing before my job right now [as a TV news producer], I
wrote for a newspaper. So, I would go to a lot of Winter Texan’s events and Winter
Texans are completely, I mean, majority of them are white, so it's so weird because them
only knowing my first name, […] they assume that I'm white. So when they think they're
alone, think that they're only surrounded by white people, they'll say things to me, around
me, that I don't think they would say if they knew that I was Hispanic.
Mike: Interesting. Really?
Joan: Yeah. And it's very casual, the way that they talk about it, you know, and it's not, I
would say, anything that's overtly racist. [But] everything is in a way. But, I think it's
very tame compared to what it could be, [or what] they probably are saying when they're
not in public.
When Joan’s light/white skin tone was interpreted in all-white winter Texan contexts, and then
combined with her English language first name, she was positioned as a fellow white person and
was then invited to participate in conversations where winter Texans felt free to discuss their
perceptions of people from the Valley, Mexicans and Mexican Americans. While this context is
constructed as a private white space—or at the very least, the shared whiteness created a version
of privacy—Joan’s job as reporter for the local paper would have likely had the effect of at least
some degree of conversational self-monitoring by these seasonal visitors. Which led Joan to
speculate that what they say around her is “very tame” compared to what “they probably are
saying when they’re not in public.”
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In this context, “unmarked” whiteness was produced by the combination of a white space
occupied solely by white/light skinned bodies, all speaking English, and all of whom were
persons who likely identified as racially white. When Joan entered this context, she was
semiotically whitened—that is, the indexical field was flooded by white meanings that afforded
the interpretation of Joan’s English language first name with Joan’s white/light skin as
representing anglo Americaness. In other words, the perceived whiteness of Joan was achieved
via whitening, which, quite literally, made her Mexicanness invisible from the position of the
white perceiving subject. Another way to say this is that indexicals of racial whiteness were
added to the perception of Joan and her name, and indexicals of Mexicanness were erased (Irvine
& Gal 2000). While Joan was afforded the opportunity to walk unnoticed in the gringo world as
“unmarked” from the perspective of the winter Texan, to Joan the entire event was potently
marked by whiteness.
In this section, we have seen how a “light/white” skin tone, when paired with a first name
that was marked as “American,” made it possible for Joan to pass as a specific version of
whiteness. On the other hand, Joan could also pass as a Spanish-speaking international shopper
and Mexican white person when her English language first name was not known, and therefore
the sales representative did not get the chance to mark her as American. In any given context,
knowing or not-knowing a person’s name, paired with phenotypic qualities, spatial constructions
and assumed linguistic practices all together work as contextual constellations of signs that often
helped direct, but not determine, how specific contexts unfold from moment to moment. In these
examples, names index ideologies of phenotypic racialization and accompanying raciolinguistic
ideologies. Names helped to position social actors in time and space. There are, however, several
more ideologies that help to interpret and direct the practice of naming in the Rio Grande Valley.
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This includes beliefs about what constitutes an educated person, notions of American citizenship
and what it means to be bilingual, which I turn to next.

Names as indexical of language abilities:
“Please do not be fooled by this badge. I am very white inside.”
“Humberto” (previously mentioned) retold various moments of misnaming that resulted
in differing degrees of discomfort. He has developed a couple strategies to avoid or shorten the
duration of the discomfort he feels when having to clarify his name. As already discussed,
depending on the context, he might have introduced himself through the English-language
nickname Herbie. However, at his job as an optician, “Humberto” is on his employee tag. When
Winter Texans attempted to read his name, he would offer an anglicized alternative. However,
when a Spanish-dominant customer would read his name tag, they might assume he speaks
Spanish because, as mentioned above, a person needs a somewhat deep familiarity with Spanish
language phonology to pronounce Humberto “correctly.” His name, then, has the potential to
signal a deep familiarity with Spanish in general. In this way, his name works as a
metapragmatic proxy for linguistic abilities, indexing Spanish, Mexicanness, and other meanings
explained below. However, Humberto was uncomfortable speaking Spanish at work.
Humberto: The ‘Humberto’ name, it has ups and downs. Um, I've learned to live with it,
but, I kept it out of guilt. Like, shit. But I wish I did change it. It's fine. But down here [in
the Rio Grande Valley], that's another curse of my name. A lot of native Spanish speakers
see my name and they're like, "That guy! I'm going to go to that guy because he definitely
knows Spanish. [After all, his name is] “Humberto.” […]
Mike: That's true. It does sound like a super Mexican name. [both laugh]
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Humberto: Yeah, it does. And it's, it's a curse. To me, I was like, shit! Look, please do
not be fooled by this badge. I am very white inside. [both laugh] (Interview, May 2021)
Humberto describes his name as a “curse,” or as constantly the reason he is put into situations
where he is linguistically uncomfortable. Names may afford subject positionality. Joan was
positioned as white in a space where Winter Texans spoke about Mexicans in stereotypically
offensive ways. Humberto, at work, was positioned as a bilingual and/or as a Spanish-speaker. In
this case, the perceived degree of Mexicanness of his name—which I jokingly described as
“super Mexican”—can potentially entail an assumption of Spanish language capabilities
depending on the social actors involved. In this case, Humberto identifies the assumption held by
“native Spanish speakers” that if a name is unambiguously of Mexican heritage, the person will
more than likely speak Spanish. While Humberto does speak Spanish, he was insecure about
having to speak in the linguistic register of an optician, which required him to refer to scientific,
medical jargon that he did not know how to translate (for example, “poly-carbonate” eyeglass
lenses).
There are other ideological assumptions names can foreground as conversations unfold.
For example, the name “Humberto” might signal what generation of Mexican a person is. In the
Rio Grande Valley, long-time Spanish speaking residents that would be marked as from an older
age group or from a previous generation (perhaps 50 years and older), would not assume younger
Valley-ites are confident in their Spanish speaking capabilities. Yet, in this scenario, to
pronounce Humberto “correctly” requires a somewhat deep degree of familiarity with Spanish
language phonology. In this way, customers might simply assume he must know at least some
Spanish, or might have guessed he was a 1st generation Mexican American. On the other hand, in
the Valley, 2nd and 3nd generation Mexican Americans are much more likely to have first names
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that are unambiguously pronounced in English (such as Joan, Mike, Hillary, etc.) and therefore
carry the assumption that they might be uncomfortable participating in a Spanish language
interaction. In this sense, having a name that is unambiguously “Mexican,” implies a temporal
and/or generational dimension, which was linked to perceptions of language proficiency. In the
context of the workplace, the name tag floods the indexical field in such a way to emphasize an
assumed language ability of a person named “Humberto.” But, as Humberto jokingly said, “[…]
please do not be fooled by this badge. I am very white inside.” Here, Humberto conflates degrees
of whiteness as correlating with degrees of Spanish language proficiency and/or English
monolingualism. Humberto suggests there are “ups and downs” to having such a “Mexican”
name, however, from our conversation, he only spoke of discomfort and disadvantage. Speaking
of such potential disadvantages of having a Mexican name was a major interest of the next
research participant named “Jose.”

Having a common Mexican name: “…there's like a hundred José Martinezes”
The disadvantage of having an unambiguously Mexican sounding name was also relayed
by an undergraduate art student named “Jose Martinez.” I was already an acquaintance with Jose
and his husband for many years and setting up a Zoom interview with him only involved a quick
cell phone text. I knew him as an artist who loved painting and as having a witty sense of humor.
Jose: I do feel that sometimes maybe having such a Hispanic name, or a very common
name, a lot of times when I go somewhere, [or] I have to give my information, like for
example, in school, they’re like, “wait a minute, ‘cause there's like a hundred José
Martinezes.” […] But I always think that that might be a little bit of a disadvantage
because people might see that name and they'll probably associate it with like, well,
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obviously with being Mexican, maybe with being uneducated, or with being poor, or with
being “illegal” even. (Interview, June 9, 2021)
In the United States, the name “José” is often used as a stereotypical name for individuals
marked as unambiguously Mexican (for example, in movies and popular media). Or, as Jose
asserts, the name is “obviously” associated with being “Hispanic.” Additionally, the surname
“Martinez” is just as common, so Jose Martinez takes on a generic quality, something
analogically equivalent to the name “John Smith.” Over time, the name John Smith has become
emblematic of whiteness, Americanness, and English language monolingualism.
The names “José” and “Martinez” also take on a similar generic quality that potentially
index racializing assumptions about Mexicanness that are so deeply engrained as to be
hegemonic. For example, scholar Richard Ruiz (2017) predicted that a fictional, and satirically
named student, “Juan José,” would be doubly racialized, or hyper-marked in the anti-Mexican
United States in comparison to a student with only one of these common Mexican first names—
that is, as Ruiz joked, the student would become doubly Mexican. Or, as Jose identified above,
such gringo world racist assumptions are related to “…being uneducated, or with being poor, or
with being ‘illegal’ even.” We might consider such ideological positionings as an aspect of what
Jonathan Rosa (2019) calls “looking like a language, sounding like a race,” which includes the
perception and hierarchical positioning of subjects. In this case, the category “Mexican,” which
was indirectly indexed by the sound (and orthography) of a common name in Spanish, was
imagined to become indexically linked to racist perceptions of poverty, diminished mental
capacity and criminality—indeed, every aspect of the white supremacist, anti-immigrant
ideology identified as the “Mexican Problem” in chapter two. Coincidently, when I worked as a
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high school teacher in the Valley, I had a student named Juan José. He preferred being called by
his initials: “JJ”.
Jose also noted that the Rio Grande Valley has been shaped by racist ideologies that
afford a range of perceived disadvantages when his name is on, for example, job applications.
Jose: I've only ever applied […] for jobs here [in the Rio Grande Valley]. […But] even
within the Mexican culture, there's a lot of racism and a lot of classism and stuff like that.
And I feel like, […] everybody wants a last name that's less common, or that's more
interesting, you know, and when they see something like that [the name “Jose Martinez”],
[…] they might not take you serious or they might just think, “Oh, what do you know?”
(my emphasis)
Jose identifies a range of racist assumptions that might be read into the commonness of both his
first and last name, which potentially invokes common racializing tropes about Mexicans—that
is, the commonness itself positions Jose as susceptible to common racial stereotypes, even from
within the Rio Grande Valley, what Lindsey Pérez Huber (2009, 2010) calls “racist nativism.”
He again identifies race and class as racial ideologies that circulate in the Rio Grande Valley. In
the last line, he imagines readers of his job application as not taking him seriously, or assuming
he is uneducated, which results in the accusation, “oh, what do you know?”
Jose recently had married his partner, who he lovingly describes as “the whitest, blondest
person ever.” His husband’s name would very likely be interpreted as unambiguously white:
“Hunter Johnson.” As is the case with many newlyweds, a conversation about changing or
hyphenating surnames had come up.
Mike: Was there a talk about changing last names?
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Jose: […] Me and Hunter have talked about it several times. He sometimes says he wants
to change his last name to Martinez. And I tell him not to because I feel that he'll be at a
disadvantage if he did. I don't know how accurate I am and maybe it’s just in my head,
but I honestly do think that if he did that he would, you know, it wouldn't benefit him, but
maybe that's the reason why he wants to do it. Um, you know to be kind of like a contrast
between what he looks like [and his name]. […] And he's always been very, like
supportive of diversity and equal rights and things like that.
While Jose explicitly believes the surname Martinez would “disadvantage” his husband, Hunter
saw the opportunity to adopt Martinez as a way to queer stereotypical representations of
Mexicans—that is, his husband Hunter predicted his white skin and blond hair would unsettle the
racializing link between common Spanish-language names and brown/dark skinned Mexicans.
Ultimately, they both decided to keep their last names, but this does not stop them from jokingly
imagining what would happen if Jose translated his name into English (Joseph) and instead
adopted Johnson for his surname.
Jose: We talked about [how] I'll just go all the way and be “Joseph Johnson.” [laughter]
Mike: Joseph “Joe” Johnson. Yeah! Oh yeah! [laughter]
Jose: But no, I was just kidding, I wouldn't do it because of the reasons I just said, like, I
think it would be too much of a hassle, and […] because in the end, it really is not, it's not
as important as I think it is.
Although this was all meant in jest, Jose suggests the name “Joseph Johnson” would potentially
entail an advantage to him on, for example, a job application—that is, he would not be perceived
as a stereotypical Mexican. And, perhaps, similarly but directly opposite to the name “Juan
José,” perhaps he would become doubly white and doubly American. When Jose characterized
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this as “going all the way”—or completely adopting the ideological presumptions of the white
listening subject and the gringo world—he was alluding to flooding the indexical field with
indexes of whiteness, intentionally building upon monoglot standard language ideologies as a
way to tap into privileges imagined to be reserved for white people. In other words, adding
enough indexical connections to whiteness could potentially work to whiten him on a job
application (where his phenotypical appearance was not a factor), potentially achieving
“unmarkedness” from the perspective of the gringo worldview.
Such reasoning aligns with Carr’s (2009) notion of “anticipatory interpellation,” or
strategies of presenting oneself into an institutionally legible positionality to be perceived in a
certain way, which in turn calls on powerful actors to address them as such. A name on a job
application can be thought of as an introduction, or as an opportunity to meet someone for the
first time. In this hypothetical scenario, Jose believes positioning himself as unambiguously
white, or “going all the way,” would lead job search committees to take him “more seriously”
and side-step the threat of stereotypical representations of Mexicans. Ultimately, Jose and Hunter
decided to keep their names. Jose was particularly dissuaded once he realized the amount of
paperwork such a process entailed as well as the inevitable explanations to family members as to
why he would change his first name. In Jose and Hunter’s case, it becomes clear that analyzing
the practice of naming can reveal the presence of racial ideologies that reproduce an assumed
white superiority and Mexican inferiority.

Discussion: From indexical bleaching to semiotic whitening
There are at least two perspectives to think from when considering Jose’s theoretical
name shift to “Joseph Johnson.” One way to think of Jose’s imagined approach is as being a

88

moment of self-indexical bleaching (Bucholtz 2015), or the shedding of racial indexicals in order
to present oneself as not Mexican, potentially side-stepping any disadvantages of racial
stereotyping. This might be considered as engaging in “unmarking” (Mena & García 2020)
oneself to strategically avoid being positioned as a racially marked subject—specifically, as an
“illegal” Mexican. And, like Bucholtz, in my semiotic approach to racialized names, it is equally
important to understand the effects and possibilities afforded by the process of semiotic
whitening. In this case, Jose knowingly suggests that marking himself as a white man might lead
search committees to take him “more seriously.”
This highlights how Jose was hyper-conscious of the way whiteness is explicitly marked
in the Valley. Here, whiteness and an unambiguously white-sounding name was imagined to
carry a form of legitimacy and advantage, particularly when the body is not a factor to perceiving
subjects, like on a job application. In this case, the orthographic representation of the Englishsounding name “Joseph Johnson,” however jokingly the idea may have been presented, is
anticipated to tap into the power of racial ideologies through the production of a colonial
dichotomy and white supremacist perspective that positions whiteness as categorically superior
to Mexicanness. According to Jose, whiteness also comes with the assumption of citizenship,
middle/upper classness, and with being well educated. These racializing assumptions are clearly
known to his white-identifying husband, who wanted to adopt the surname Martinez as a way to
queer the gringo worldview. In other words, the gringo world, which in much scholarship is
positioned as “unmarked,” was explicitly marked and easily perceivable in this conversation, and
in all the conversations with research participants for that matter.
Yet, resisting racializing ideologies was not always what was most important in any
given context, such as daily workplace interactions. In the case of Humberto’s experience with
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his employee name tag, his desire to change his name to an English name remained stronger than
ever. All his social media accounts refer to him by the name “Water,” which was a reference to
his love of magical, fantasy comic books. He has considered legally changing his name to Water.
While the name change might allow him to resist being positioned as Mexican, bilingual or as a
Spanish speaker at work, it would most definitely mark him in other ways. At a minimum, the
name “Water” would avoid having to anglicize his name for winter Texans. However, one could
imagine a different kind of conversation being initiated, perhaps a marking driven by curiosity as
opposed to language capabilities or pronunciation questions. Indeed, sometimes race was not
always the way one can be marked in any given context. We need only to think of Joan and
Virgilio’s misnaming, which led to misgenderings.
For example, when Joan’s name was inadvertently changed to “Juan” in the classroom,
this inevitably led to teasing. Not because the name Juan was perceived as stereotypically
Mexican (as in the context with Jose’s name), but because it shifted her into the subject position
of a young boy. In this context, the significance of her name shift had less to do with race or
nationality, and more to do with her bodily appearance that was marked as a young girl. This is
similar to the experience of Virgilio’s name being mistaken as “Virginia” during attendance roll
call. For a young boy in the Valley, Virgilio would be likely positioned as embodying a boy who
has a girl’s name. In this way, the misnaming in combination with the “wrong” body can
indexically co-construct a subject position that deviates from heteronormative perceptions of
gender and sexuality. In other words, the misnames are marked by a perceived mismatch
between ideologies of gender and sexuality. Indeed, simply blending into these institutional
contexts would likely have been Joan and Virgilio’s preference.
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But blending into certain contexts did not always have desirable effects. For example,
Joan’s light/white skin afforded the possibility of being positioned as racially white, making her
invisible, or perceived as “unmarked” to Winter Texans at Winter Texan community events,
which then had the unfortunate effect of exposing her to Winter Texans talking in racializing
ways about Mexicans. Joan’s skin tone, the surrounding context, and English language first
name, helped to organize the indexical field in such a way as to semiotically whiten Joan.
Importantly, her Spanish language last name (Garcia) was not known, which would have likely
marked Joan as a local Mexican American. This means that not all signs have equal weight, and
accumulating a very specific combination of racial indexes can be just as important as to how
many racial indexes are perceived in any given context (Smalls 2020). Ultimately, my approach
to semiotic whitening considers how multiple perspectives, in combination with historically
descendant racial and language ideologies, can shape any spatial/temporal context in virtually
any direction. This does not mean, however, that all directions are just as likely to happen. Nor
does it mean that one course of events would entail the same kind of lasting effects as a different
course of events.
For example, the way Virgilio introduces his name as “V” at Starbucks and coffee shops
rests on the assumption that coffee shops are English dominant spaces that would likely employ
people who are also English dominant. In this context, the letter “V” avoids the potential for
misnaming, as well as having to spell out his name to Valley-ites that may not be familiar with
the name and its spelling. So, Virgilio may walk into a coffee shop as “Virgilio,” temporally
become “V” to align with how things are done, then walk out and become “Virgilio” again.
While it is important to see how Virgilio participates in the construction of coffeeshops as an
English-dominant space filled with assumed English-dominant speakers, these kinds of examples
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might be thought of as arguably less responsible for reproducing long-term community
disadvantages. However, this is not the case with schools and universities, which are
institutionally imagined as enabling or preventing upward social mobility, and are powerful
subject constituting spaces.

Closing Thoughts on Naming as Social Practice
Each university student interviewed in this chapter, over a lifetime, developed many
names and nicknames, sometimes five or six, and sometimes many more if one perceives cross
language phonologically influenced pronunciations as separate names (i.e., Is Humberto the
same as “Hum-bear-toe”?). We might also question whether a name spelled with or without
diacritic markings would be perceived as the same name (i.e., Jose vs José). None of the
participants in this chapter used diacritic markings on their classroom Zoom name, or in
everyday life for that matter. It was usually a matter of convenience. For example, Jose reported,
“It’s hard on the keyboard on the computer, […] I’m not really familiar how to do it.” Like all
American universities during the Covid-19 pandemic, the widespread adoption of digital
classroom applications adds yet another factor that constructs the classroom as an English
dominant space. Or, as Humberto observed, “Our technology [in America] is all done in English,
our [classroom] courses, […] everything on Netflix, everything on Disney is all in English. So
one way or another, if you want to be part of the world, you need to get into English and learn
everything.” Notably, “the world” and its imagined English-dominant technology was positioned
as something else and somewhere other than the Valley. It appears, then, that to Humberto, even
the digital world was part of the gringo world, a world not equivalent to the Rio Grande Valley.
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Shifting a name toward an English phonology—or, whitening a Spanish language
name—continues to be a widely adopted institutionalized practice in the United States. At one
point, it was considered an “unmarked” practice, or just the way things were done in the
American education system. However, the practice has always been explicitly marked from the
perspective of racialized or minoritized subjects. When we ethnographically center the view
from the margins, “unmarked” phenomena are difficult to defend as being “unmarked” in the Rio
Grande Valley. We might, then, ask: Whose perspectives must be overlooked or erased to defend
the theoretical construction of “unmarkedness”? Who decides what is “unmarked”? And, an
“unmarkedness” for whom?
In this chapter, I have asserted that it is important to pay attention to the perspective from
where an “unmarked” status is said to be achieved, putting into question its usefulness as a
universal category that does not need explanation. I suggest that centering the viewpoint from the
margins makes space to analyze how the addition, flooding, or linking of particular indexicals to
signs historically linked to whiteness afford the possibility of semiotically whitening any given
phenomenon. And, in some cases, whitening can achieve the status of “unmarkedness” from the
white listening subject position and the gringo worldview. As scholars have noted, whiteness
should no longer be treated as devoid of content (Haney López 2006; Goldberg 1997; Lewis
2004; Hughey 2010), or as a naturalized essence without a creator. In other words, there is
danger in the way “unmarkedness” is treated as a universally accepted description of certain
aspects of reality, particularly when it relates to whiteness and white supremacy. This is what
makes “unmarkedness” problematic, especially when the result includes the reproduction of
white supremacist ideologies. While this chapter has focused on the reproduction of whiteness
and racializing ideologies via naming practices, in the next chapter I look at how similar
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racializing ideologies are reproduced via constructions of “academic language” within the
context of a English/Spanish bilingual university.
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CHAPTER 4:
“THERE'S NO BETTER VERSION OF SPANISH”:
SOFT LINGUISTIC TERRORISM FOR THE 21st CENTURY

Introduction
At UTRGV, the language named “Spanish” was marketed as a “standard” language and
potential economic resource that is constructed as something else and something other than the
language spoken in the homes and daily life of Rio Grande Valley students, who are
approximately 90% Mexican and Mexican American and life-long residents to the region
(Ostorga and Farruggio 2018; Ostorga et al. 2020). This “Spanish” is imagined to be located
geographically elsewhere and is referred to by university actors by a variety of names, such as
“Mexico Spanish,” “Spain Spanish,” “international Spanish,” or “globalized Spanish”—all of
which are different ways to give name to an imagined “standard” Spanish. In other cases,
university actors positioned this linguistic imaginary relationally as a Spanish other than what is
spoken locally, or a conceptual elsewhere with names including, “high-register,” “proper,”
“academic,” and “high-level” Spanish or by one of its Spanish language correlates, such as “las
palabras escolarizadas,” “español académico” (Musanti and Cavazos 2018), or “español bien
(Christoffersen 2019).
As will be illustrated, each name for “standard” language presupposes and entails a
contrastive relation (Silverstein 2003)—a blunt dichotomy between a linguistic “standard” and a
“substandard”—that is, a re-articulation of a linguistic hierarchy that is the effect of racial and
colonial governance meant to separate an allegedly “standard” language, from a perpetually
mixed, deficient and racialized linguistic practice (Flores and Rosa 2015; Rosa and Flores 2017).
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What became clear in conversations with research participants was “standard” language took a
multitude of forms despite it being imagined as a rationally agreed upon universal set of
linguistic norms (Silverstein 1996). In other words, there was no standardized way to think and
talk about what exactly counts as standard or academic language. The conversations themselves
often took the form of a debate where linguistic parameters might be, which were debates made
possible by the presumption that a “standard” or “academic” language was already there. Yet, the
notion of a “standard” linguistic register is not a new phenomenon at this university or the Rio
Grande Valley, but a racializing linguistic concept identified by Chicana theorist Gloria
Anzaldúa (2012 [1987]). As I will argue, this linguistic concept continues to be used to the
detriment of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the Rio Grande Valley.
At UTRGV, it was proposed by a variety of university actors that “standard language” is
a necessity for students to learn in order to compete for jobs in the global market—that is,
“standard language” has been reformulated explicitly as an economic resource. However, the
point of this chapter is not to define the parameters of an imagined economically valuable
“standard” Spanish or “standard” English. Following Angela Reyes, the idea is not to treat
standard language (or any of its relational inferiors, such as “Spanglish” or an imagined “home”
language) as definable ‘real objects,’ “but as things made to seem real by wider and longer
structural processes that regard them as such” (2020:17). Accordingly, in the conversations
presented in this chapter, research participants often referred to “standard” and “academic”
language(s) as real objects, which in turn had real effects on their lives.
In what follows I illustrate how “standard” language changes forms, features, and users
depending on the immediate context, which continues to make and remake “standard” language
into a real object. Indeed, the reason “standard” language continues to endure despite theoretical
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scrutiny, is precisely because it becomes what it needs to be in any particular context. In fact,
rarely did participants use the phrases “standard language” or “academic language.” However, as
will be shown, ideologies of linguistic standardization were of major concern in our
conversations. Specifically, the idea was that standardized, internationally used Spanishlanguage linguistic features would be “added” to the Spanish of students, who were imagined to
have learn their Spanish at home. Accordingly, in order to better represent this amorphous
quality, I move away from the term “standard language” in favor of the term the languageelsewhere (Mena & García 2020; Mena 2022). The term “elsewhere” is meant to foreground the
way standard language signals more than just an imagined standardized linguistic register. For
example, in the context of the Rio Grande Valley and UTRGV, “standard” language most
strongly indexes a linguistic register from anywhere else but the Mexican home—that is, a
language from elsewhere.
This chapter will focus on the emergence of the language-elsewhere, specifically on its
amorphous quality and ability to take a multitude of forms that have the effect of rearticulating
the deficiency perspective in the 21 st century. I first draw a line of continuity between what Rio
Grande Valley theorist Gloria Anzaldúa identified as so-called “standard” and “academic”
linguistic registers and how they have been historically weaponized against the local Mexican
and Mexican American community via “linguistic terrorism” (1987), or, the routine techniques
of degradation that were aimed at the linguistic practices of local Mexicans. However, such
forms of linguistic terrorism were arguably more blunt and visible during the time of Anzaldúa’s
theorizing. To account for more recent techniques, I conceptualize a supplemental form that I
call soft linguistic terrorism. Specifically, I show how local linguistic practices are imagined to
be appropriate in certain racialized spaces (like the Mexican home), but not public spaces such as
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primary/secondary public schools, universities or the marketplace. Next, I show how the
language-elsewhere is made and remade in conversations with two undergraduate students, one
graduate student, two faculty members, and two (former) administrators tasked with
implementing the English/Spanish bilingual initiative at UTRGV. I will argue that the languageelsewhere and the entailed raciolinguistic ideology of linguistic and racial deficiency continues
to be a hegemonic force at this self-identified bilingual institution.

A history of “linguistic terrorism” at UTRGV
UTRGV (then named Pan American College), along with the experience of growing up
along the Texas-Mexico border, would come to inform Anzaldúa’s (2012 [1987]) “linguistic
terrorism” theory, where she and thousands of other students would be subjected to a “speech
test” and “speech classes” from the 1950s to the mid-1970s (Cole & Johnson, 2013). The speech
test was administered by faculty members on registration day and was designed to track Mexican
and Mexican American students into remedial speech classes to “fix” what was perceived by the
university as a phonologically substandard English—that is, their English “accent” was marked
as being too phonologically “mixed” with Spanish. However, anglo students with what were
described as “Texas drawls” were not tested, no matter how pronounced their perceived accents
were (Cole & Johnson, 2013). As Anzaldúa explained, a powerful ideological premise that
legitimized such treatment of Mexican students was the white supremacist assertion that
Mexicans were deficient language-users, while white language-users were positioned as always
already capable of producing imagined normative registers of English.
In this sense, a Mexican student’s first college exam consisted of either: 1) their ability to
phenotypically pass as Anglo, or embody a white subject position; or, 2) being able to
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approximate and produce preconceived notions of how “standard” English sounds from the
position of a white listening subject. Clearly, the speech test was less about spoken accent and
more about the targeting and racialization of students perpetuated by legitimated institutional
actors who were deemed qualified to be “listening subjects” (Inoue 2003; Flores and Rosa 2015).
In no uncertain terms, the test was designed to disadvantage and harm Mexican and Mexican
American students. These added “speech classes” of the Mexican students’ curriculum—or, the
design of a curriculum meant to harm, disadvantage, and hierarchize—constitutes another way
Robert Phillipson (1992) characterized universities as often being employed to intentionally
harm colonial subjects on linguistic grounds. In Anzaldúa’s account, the “speech test” experience
constitutes a form of linguistic terrorism. But, what has changed since then and should it still be
called linguistic terrorism?
The word “terrorism” is often used when talking about the legitimate and/or illegitimate
use of state violence (for a Marxist history of the term, see Crowley 2018). However, in
Anzaldúa’s work the term “terrorism” has no stable referential content, but serves to index a
variety of delegitimizing experiences that become part of daily routine, experiences of trauma
that Anzaldúa describes as so common people drink it “along with [their] morning coffee”
(1987:42). To better understand her use of the term, one can refer to the chapters leading up to
Anzaldúa’s theory of linguistic terrorism, specifically where she conceptualized what she called
“intimate terrorism,” or, the daily enforcement of heteronormative gender roles onto women of
color. Specifically, she identified how Chicano men perceived themselves as “protecting”
Chicanas, which had the effect of positioning women in an in-between reality where women
were excluded from her “mother culture” (Chicano culture) as well as the “alien” culture (white
male culture) (42). In this scenario, Anzaldua describes how dominant social actors enforce
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norms, but also how from the Chicano (man’s) point of view, the notion of “protecting women”
was seen as caring. Yet, Anzaldúa described the experience from a Chicana’s point of view as a
form of daily and routine oppression and sexual domination. It was the persistent threat of
violence (physical or psychological) that made the world unsafe.
In Anzaldúa’s testimonio as a witness to particular kinds of violence, "linguistic
terrorism” was used to describe daily minutia, not mass murders, or spectacular events. Again, it
was the stuff you drink with your morning coffee. For example, at the time, it was common for
children to be physically hit by public school teachers for speaking Spanish. Here, physical
violence was the form of institutionally accepted linguistic terrorism that was used to directly
enforce the idealized (English-only) norms of the American classroom. The university “speech
tests” mentioned above can also be included as a manifestation of linguistic terrorism used to
directly enforce idealized linguistic norms. While such experiences may appear outside of daily
routine, such events can be positioned as part of an overall linguistic terrorism made manifest via
the daily expectation that Chicanos were expected to accommodate their linguistic practices for
white English speakers, which prioritized the hierarchical superiority of the gringo world. In
general, linguistic terrorism included experiences that directly and indirectly degraded Mexican
and Mexican Americans linguistic practices. Obviously, the conditions of American education in
the Rio Grande Valley have changed.
Today, I view linguistic terrorism as working through innuendo and ideological
recruitment that can span across generations of family members, which I find qualitatively
different from the more explicit degradation of Mexican and Mexican American linguistic
practices found in Anzaldúa’s testimonio. I qualify these contemporary manifestations as soft
linguistic terrorism to acknowledge how forms of linguistic terrorism have been modified for the
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21st century, yet continue to reproduce the same racializing ideologies Anzaldúa identified (i.e.
the presumed deficiency of Mexican and Mexican American’s linguistic practice). To begin, soft
linguistic terrorism can account for the ongoing effects that stretch across generations. For
example, my mother was terrorized by white schoolteachers for speaking Spanish, which had the
effect of her raising my sister and me as English speakers. My mother perceived herself as
protecting her children from potentially experiencing physical abuse from racist white, English
monolingual teachers. Or, another way to think of this was my mother was recruited to enforce
the linguistic norms that were enforced onto her in school, both out of fear and as a form of
caring and protection directed toward her children.
The next effect of soft linguistic terrorism that I mention here must include my own
ideological recruitment in this same English-glorifying value system. This glorification of
English (innuendo) had the indirect effect of stigmatizing Spanish and Spanish-dominant school
children in the Rio Grande Valley. From a very early age, I remember not wanting to ever be
viewed as one those Spanish-speaking school kids, who were very often pulled out of “regular”
classes to go to “special” classes to learn English. The “special” classes were for “special”
children, which quickly became a euphemism for, as we said in school, the “slow” and “dumb”
kids. Later in life, when I worked as a high school teacher in the Valley, I told many students that
they needed to prioritize English, what I described to them as the “language of power.” These
words were not my own, but parroted from a gringo world hegemonic discourse that assumes the
power of English and its “linguistic supremacy” (Alim 2004), and therefore recreates such power
via the recruitment of institutional actors such as myself.
I did not emphasize the importance of English to students out of cruelty, but out of what I
thought was “care” for my Spanish-dominant students. Indeed, it may even be possible that my
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mother’s teachers abused students for Spanish-speaking also out of what they believed was
“care,” or believing they were doing the “right thing” to educate the poor and ignorant Mexicans.
I believe the kind of linguistic terrorism today, what I am describing as soft linguistic terrorism
works most effectively through ideological recruitment, innuendo and epistemological
displacement, or what Latinx and Chicana scholars have already described as the apartheid of
knowledge (Delgado Bernal 1998; Delgado Bernal & Villalpando 2002), and its implied
hierarchy between white knowledge and Chicana knowledge. It works through the hegemonic
ideology that Valley-ites must learn English and assimilate into idealized white American norms,
at the expense of everything else.
Scholar Stephanie Alvarez (2013), a current UTRGV faculty member, published a peerreviewed article wherein she collected testimonios of students who reported the experience of
UTRGV instructors who took points off their Spanish exams when they wrote their own surname
without an accent (e.g., Garcia instead of García). Following Anzaldúa, Alvarez named this
“accent terrorism.” That a Spanish department faculty member could penalize a student for
spelling their own name “wrong,” shows how linguistic terrorism is not only about spoken
language, but an overall ideological enforcement of language standardization. It cannot be
known what kind of harm such experience may have inflicted onto the student—perhaps it was
brushed off as an annoyance. Or, perhaps, the student was left wondering if his entire family did
not understand basic grammar—after all, they spelled their own name “wrong.” Alvarez takes
seriously how “terrorism” must be understood relationally and from the perspective of the
witness to such epistemological violence.
On its surface, perhaps the moment Alvarez (2013) describes was not spectacular, or
visibly terrorizing, but this is exactly what makes such an event powerful, that it is simply a
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“normal” aspect of how Latinx students are educated within the ideological tenets of the
deficiency perspective. Within the deficiency perspective, certain kinds of legitimized linguistic
knowledges are positioned as superior to local linguistic knowledge, which implies that local
linguistic knowledge is wrong, or mistaken, or in the worst cases, positions racialized subjects
and their entire families as ignorant. All of these possible effects described by Alvarez in the
2010s, mirror the terrorizing effects described by Anzaldúa in the 1980s—they merely take
softer form. Taking this into consideration, I support Alvarez’ decision to formulate such an
event as a specific and qualified form of linguistic terrorism, what she called “accent terrorism.”
In this particular case, the “correct” version of the student’s last name was based on the norms of
a Spanish located outside of the Rio Grande Valley—that is, a standardized linguistic register
from elsewhere which is assumed to be institutionally legitimized, “correct,” and superior to
local spellings. In this way, local Mexicans and Mexican Americans are positioned as double
threats. They are not only threatening to the dominance of English in the United States, but also
threatening to the ideological proposition that a “pure” language can exist. Or, at minimum, it
threatens the ideology that a normative core to Spanish can be found in all the varieties of
Spanish around the world (del Valle 2007, 2009).
As asserted by Flores and Rosa (2015), marked racialized groups are always connected to
marked racialized linguistic practices, as both “race” and “language” are co-constituting
concepts. Nevertheless, it is widely believed that certain registers of linguistic practice are
capable of achieving an “unmarked” status as a neutral mode of communication (Gal & Woolard
2001; Woolard 2016; Bauman & Briggs 2000), which, in theory, is most appropriate to the
proper linguistic functioning of educational institutions and the marketplace. As asserted above,
research participants gave this “unmarked” linguistic register many different names—
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“international Spanish,” "proper,” “academic,” and “español académico”—depending on the
immediate context and who was deploying the concept. In the context of UTRGV, these
linguistic registers are placed in opposition to local Valley-ites’ linguistic practices—specifically
positioning a regionally marked Spanish as the language of the “Mexican home.” I specifically
characterize this private space as the “Mexican home”—as opposed to simply “the home”—
which is meant to help excavate the history of Texas segregation, including Texas’ racialization
of “Mexican” schools and “Mexican” neighborhoods, as well as The University of Texas’ direct
involvement in the creation of the so-called “Mexican Problem” and deficiency perspective.
As reviewed in chapter two, the indexical connection between Spanish, educational
spaces and Mexicanness was an effect of segregationist policies, where Mexican students went to
Spanish speaking schools and white students went to English speaking schools, which further
naturalized the indexical connection between whiteness, Americanness, and English.
Additionally, the “inferiority” of Mexicans was often explicitly linked to the Spanish language,
which was institutionally characterized as a “language handicap” (Nájera 2015; San Miguel Jr.,
1987; Flores & García 2017), which in turn prompted the tracking of Mexican students into
classes for the “mentally retarded” (González 2013 [1990]). Mexicanness was equated with
deficiency and inferiority, which meant linguistic registers such as “academic” language or
“standard” language were permanently out of reach (Rosa 2016). This is the racializing historical
backdrop that constitutes the conditions and literal geographic ground where UTRGV is being
reimagined as a bilingual institution. Unfortunately, the deficiency perspective is still applied to
Mexicans and Mexican Americans and their linguistic practices in the United States. It follows
then that publicly the university might need to counter this history in some way. However, as
asserted in this chapter, how this history is addressed—or, rather, not addressed through the
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linguistic imaginary I am calling the language-elsewhere—will more than likely preserve the
deficiency perspective regarding Latinxs in the United States.

Legitimate public language and the “Mexican home”
There were two main spatial spheres constructed across interviews with research
participants: the “Mexican home” and everywhere else, which I assert was closely related to the
distinction between the private sphere and the public sphere. American notions of public and
private usually imply spatializing metaphors, such as spheres, realms and proximity (Gal 2005).
Habermas (1989) traced the bourgeois public sphere as emerging in the 17th and early 18th
century, which entailed particular communicative processes that were central to legitimized
forms of debate and writing. The ideal public discourse was anonymous and impersonal, which
was taken to be impartial and was the hallmark of civic democratic participation. This language
ideology helped construct certain kinds of linguistic practice as appropriate for public use, which
also helped create certain kinds of language users. Or, as Gal (2005) proposed, “distinctions
between spaces are often projected onto categories of people, and distinctions between people
onto spaces, as a vital part of differentiation” (24).
For example, Blackledge (2002) researched how the renaming of a Birmingham suburb
to Apna Town (meaning “our town” in Punjabi and other Asian languages), was seen as
threatening not only to the dominance of English, but also English speakers and the national
identity of Britain itself. In Texas and in the Rio Grande Valley, historians have noted how
neighborhoods that segregated Mexicans generally had Spanish language names, while anglo
neighborhoods were given English language names (Nájera 2015; González 2013 [1990]). From
this spatial organization emerged the notion that some neighborhoods housed “Mexicans” and
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“foreigners,” while white neighborhoods housed “anglos” and “Americans.” Such separations
were made to defend the privileges of anglos, and by extension white American space. Indeed,
these are explicit conflations of nationality and language mapped onto space and people.
Bauman and Briggs (2000) traced how this “one language-one nation” language ideology
partly emerged from Western political philosophy, wherein the standardization of language and
language users were perceived as crucial to the creation of the public sphere, national identity,
and, at times, knowledge, rationality and even truth itself. English took on an agentic quality, as
itself capable of reforming the world without social actors enforcing such notions of civility.
Woolard (2016) might suggest this constitutes a legitimation and hegemonic authority based on
“anonymity,” which proposes “that a given language [like “Standard English” or “Standard
Spanish] can be a neutral vehicle of communication, belonging to no one in particular and thus
equally available to all” (7). Despite, the Spanish language being a globally disseminated
language, this is opposite to how most registers of the Spanish language in the United States are
framed, which can only be a medium of political bias and set of interests connected to an
ethnoracial identity (Subtirelu 2013; Woolard 1989, 2016).
In Woolard’s (1989) news media analysis on the debate of multilingual voting ballots in
San Francisco in the 1980s, she uncovered the common proposition that English was the only
language capable of representing transparent information, or “truth” (272), while Spanish was
used to conjure up images of “illegal aliens,” which indirectly suggested that controlling the use
of Spanish in public (voting ballots) meant also controlling immigrants. The indexical links
between the Spanish language, “illegal aliens,” and (Mexican) immigrant voters cohered to
conjure up an anti-American figure of personhood central to the “Mexican Problem.” This
conflation can be thought of as the opposite of an imagined English-speaking American citizen
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who is capable of rationally engaging in American democratic processes via the assumed
transparency of the English language.
Subtirelu’s (2013) research focuses on related raciolinguistic ideological assumptions that
emerged in the 2006 congressional debates surrounding the reauthorization of the Voting Rights
Act, which required multilingual voting materials be made available in certain jurisdictions. In
these debates, Subtirelu noted that the figure of the “non-English speaker” was often mentioned
in proceedings that mentioned Mexico, Hispanics, immigrants, or referred to notions of
foreignness. Overall, the anti-bilingual position often employed a civic nationalist ideology, or
the belief that the country’s state of unity is priority, which is created through public
participation in the democratic process. In other words, “non-English speakers,” immigrants and
“illegal aliens” are very often thought of as Mexican. Indeed, Latinx people, and “Mexicans” in
particular, have historically been presented as the foreign-language speaking “quintessential
illegal alien” (Chavez 2013[2008]), and the construction of “illegality” continues to be used
specifically against Mexicans and “criminal” immigrants crossing the US-Mexico border (De
Genova 2002, 2013). In no uncertain terms, there have been numerous state-sponsored attempts
to limit, prevent, or exclude Mexicans from public participation. Jane Hill (1998, 2008) has
analyzed how public space has been constructed in such a way to delegitimize, discipline and
tame the behavior of racialized groups—that is, police the boundaries of appropriate public
behavior and linguistic practice. Hill called this “white public space.” Following this line of
thinking, we should also consider how white public space is dependent on, and co-constitutive
of, the construction of racialized private space—which is why I frame the locally constructed
private space as the “Mexican home.”
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As we will see in the interviews with research participants from UTRGV, the locally used
Spanish is positioned as appropriate for the Mexican home, while “standard” Spanish is always
positioned as a language from elsewhere, which side-steps references to histories of racialization
in the United States just mentioned above and in chapter two. Yet, as Gal and Irvine (2019:21)
remind us, just because such historical meanings are “erased” or obscured from view, they are
not “eradicated” out of existence. To this point, the South Texas ideological articulation of
“anonymity” embeds a racializing component, meaning “anonymity” should be framed as a
process that must be achieved through the flooding of racial indexicals that might be perceived
as carrying the ideological freight of “unmarkedness.” This was, similar to, but also quite unlike
Woolard’s (2016) research on the construction of a hegemonic “anonymous” Spanish “from
nowhere” (29). For as I have asserted throughout this research, the “hegemonic” worldview—or
gringo world—is the most explicitly marked perspective in the Rio Grande Valley. In this sense,
perhaps linguistic anonymity cannot be achieved. Or, at best, in the Rio Grande Valley,
“legitimate” forms of “unmarked” language are imagined as coming from a non-anonymous
racialized elsewhere.
For example, Bonfiglio (2002) noted that “standard” English linguistic features in the
United States were often drawn from particular perceived norms of white speakers, especially
from “purer” geographic regions of the country such as the Midwest—a place constructed as
whiter and with little to no immigrants. I would assert, then, ideologies of linguistic “anonymity”
in the United States gained hegemonic status via its mediation through raciolinguistic ideologies,
wherein the construction of “substandard” speakers was used to elevate constructions of
specifically white “standard” speakers. And, because such constructions emerged via white
supremacist notions of race and language, I suggest it is important to consider how an
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anonymous, so-called “unmarked” standard language in the context of the United States
continues to be a vehicle of white supremacist ideologies, what might be called an achieved state
of raciolinguistic anonymity. In what follows, I spoke with university actors about what
constitutes a Spanish imagined to be suitable for use in educational institutions, as well as which
register of Spanish is imagined to inherently hold the potential for upward mobility. To be clear,
the local Spanish is racially marked, however, so is the language-elsewhere—or the Spanishelsewhere—just in a different way. “Public,” “standard,” and “academic” linguistic practices
were shaped by anti-Mexican ideologies emerging from the linguistic terrorism of the white
supremacist gringo world.
Next, I focus on the conversational emergence of the “language-elsewhere” as a
raciolinguistic ideology that entails an always present set of binary relations between standard vs
substandard linguistic practice, standard speaker vs substandard speaker, and standard listener vs
substandard listener. And finally, on a wider, institutional scale, these dichotomies held within
the language-elsewhere are being reshaped in a globally competitive world and reimagined as an
opposition between language that can become an “economic resource” versus the language of the
“Mexican home.”

The language-elsewhere in everyday life
Reference in everyday talk to a standardized language-elsewhere gives rise to an
oppositional idea of an inferior form of local linguistic practice, and draws on ideologies that
construct Mexicans as inferior speakers with deficient knowledge of “standard” languages
(English and Spanish). This is a soft linguistic terrorism not necessarily characterized by the
presence of aggressive violence, but as the constitution of a particular reality based on racializing
ideological presuppositions as well as the absence, suppression or segregation of locally
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produced knowledge. Yet, attempting to pin down exactly what constitutes an allegedly perfect
set of linguistic practice is a tricky, but common exercise that surfaced in a variety of contexts.
The assumption that local Mexicans cannot speak or understand “standard” registers is a belief
held by many RGV residents of Mexican heritage. Locating a “correct” Spanish as
geographically not of the Rio Grande Valley commonly surfaced in conversations about local
linguistic practice with research participants. This is a chronotopic (Bakhtin 1981) understanding
of language usage, where forms of linguistic practice become linked to narrative time-spaces,
which themselves house “figures of personhood” that are thought to have specific social
trajectories (Agha 2007; Rosa 2016). Such chronotopes—particularly those well disseminated
into social institutions—produce possibilities, constraints, and likelihoods for social actors
imagined to occupy certain positionalities within these narratives. As will be shown, the
language-elsewhere is positioned within a variety of imagined time-spaces with imagined figures
of personhood. That every chronotopic understanding of the language-elsewhere emerged
differently is precisely what made each emergent description convincingly real: the languageelsewhere becomes what it needs to be.

A geographic elsewhere: “I call it ‘Mexico City Spanish’”
One such conversation was with a university faculty member named “Marci”
(pronounced in English, shortened from the Spanish name Marcelino), who I have known on a
first name basis for many years from my time as a local musician in the Valley. We have
bumped into each other many times in the local bars, both of us there to watch local hard rock
bands, drinking beers and exchanging jokes about which bands sucked, and which bands rocked.
While we have spoken many times, we had never spoken in a manner discussing politics,
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teaching, and the politics of teaching. He dresses in a manner similar to me: ripped jeans, black tshirts, and tattoos covering both arms. I have always known him as a bilingual jokester that is
willing to make blunt statements about his experience with racism growing up in the colonias of
South Texas (what he also called the “ghettos”). I knew Marci worked in the university art
department and contacted him via Facebook messenger app to ask him if he would be willing to
speak about his classroom. We scheduled a Zoom call for a few days later.
After joking around on the call for a few minutes—or what I sometimes call Mexican
dude talk—I explained to him that I was looking at language in the Valley, but focusing on the
university calling itself a bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural institution. When the topic of what
constituted “good” Spanish arose, he quickly began speaking of a Spanish from elsewhere:
Marci: I call it ‘Mexico City Spanish,’ but, it's like the correct Spanish. I don't know
what they call it. Castellano? You know? I think that's what it's called. You might want to
Google that. [both laugh] (Interview, October 29, 2020)
In this conversation, a “correct” Spanish was located in a specific city in the interior of Mexico,
which they identify as possibly Castellano, one name of a variety of Spanish spoken in, for
example, regions of Spain and some Latin American countries. This is consistent with the widespread ideological premise held by many life-time Rio Grande Valley residents that a “good”
Spanish was located elsewhere, such as countries like Spain or affluent, cosmopolitan cities in
Mexico. Part of this raciolinguistic distinction is what Rosina Lozano (2022) calls the
chronotopic construction of a “Spanish fantasy past,” wherein links to indigenous populations
were systematically erased by upper-class Mexicans in an effort to tap into the privileges of
white American citizenship.
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In Marci’s characterization, he indexes an imagined prestigious variety of Spanish
(Castellano), that could be found in Mexico City. Marci’s chronotopic understanding of a
Mexico City Spanish was dependent on the belief that cosmopolitan, well-educated, elite, lightskinned Mexicans live there, and speak there. In the Rio Grande Valley, these cosmopolitan
persons are otherwise known as ‘fresas’ (explained in detail in chapter three). The notion of
“Mexico City Spanish” then connects “correct” Spanish to Mexican whiteness. Sofía Chaparro
(2016) has traced the construction of “fresa” to deeply rooted colonial ideologies that continue to
shape classist and racist hierarchies of differentiation in Mexico. In other words, while explicitly
racializing language was not used by Marci, the colonial distinction and differentiation between
types of speakers and inferior/superior forms of personhood continue to be reconfigured in new
contexts (Reyes 2017).
Marci reads, writes, speaks, grades assignments and conducts courses in English and
Spanish. Yet, he regularly characterized his own Spanish-language comprehension as deficient,
often claiming he “didn’t understand” his own students who spoke “perfect” Spanish. Based on
my extended relationship with Marci, and knowing he was raised in poverty-stricken areas, it
appears he was attempting to highlight the potential of Mexican immigrant students in the
region. When he claimed to “not understand” their “perfect” “Mexico City Spanish,” he was
taking a stance as an advocate for his students’ linguistic practice, which he positioned as
“perfect” in relation to Rio Grande Valley Spanish users, but in doing so also positioned the
students as prestigious kinds of speakers, or the opposite of the racialized, deficient languageuser of the “Mexican Problem.”
As mentioned in the previous chapter, there is at times a palpable anti-immigrant
sentiment alive in the Rio Grande Valley. At times, Marci intentionally chose to occupy the
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position of the “deficient” language user in a show of solidarity with immigrant students as a
way to counter the deficiency perspective. To reassure students of their potential, he often
opened his first days of classes with:
Marci: “One of the things I always tell them [students] at the beginning, ‘Hey guys [….]
I grew up 10 minutes away [in public housing]. And if I can make it to be a professor,
you guys can do it.’ [….] We lived in, I guess what you call ‘the ghetto,’ or ‘the projects,’
but we got out of there [….] All my siblings have college education or college degrees.”
Marci offers up his own personal life as empirical proof structural inequities can be overcome,
not only individually, but as entire families. Indeed, an important aspect of being a teacher is
inspiring students, and this should be taken as one such moment, despite how he temporally
makes real the “deficient” language user (himself) and a “perfect” language-elsewhere spoken by
his Mexican students. In this sense, Marci does the activist work of educating his students to the
racializing conditions of the United States. Despite Marci having multiple university degrees,
“linguistic insecurity” (Zentella 2007) was manifest in Marci’s narratives and served as one
highly personalized way to construct a better Spanish speaker, a better Spanish listener as well as
a language-elsewhere.

Linguistic Insecurity: Mom, can you tell me if it makes sense?
Such linguistic insecurity was also apparent in the interview with the bilingual graduate
student from chapter three named “Virgilio Martinez.” As previously mentioned, Virgilio held a
bachelor’s degree in English and was close to finishing an MFA (Master of Fine Arts) in creative
writing. For supplemental income, he worked as an “academic writing tutor” at the university
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writing center. At home, his parents only spoke Spanish, which deeply influenced his life
trajectory as a bilingual poet.
Virgilio: I learned Spanish from them, obviously. I learned most of my English from
Sesame Street. So, you know, public access, TV, PBS, those sorts of things. [….] I was
learning both [English and Spanish] at the same time. [Spanish] through exposure with
my family side. And, then [English] through exposure through absorbing TV shows. It
did result in some weird things. I spoke a lot of pocho Spanish when I grew up. [Words]
like “puchar,” “parquear” and all that stuff, my Spanish was full of them. But, by the time
I got to school, yeah, I was speaking English pretty fluently.” (Interview, May 10, 2021)
Virgilio describes learning Spanish through “exposure” with his family, specifically his parents.
However, at the same time, he was also “absorbing” English through public access children’s
television shows like Sesame Street. According to Virgilio, this resulted “in some weird things,”
what is popularly called “pocho Spanish” (also, locally referred to as Tex-Mex or Spanglish).
The description pocho, like the other related metapragmatic labels, is meant to imply a kind of
“mixed up” or “choppy” register of inferior and impure Spanish. For example, Virgilio identifies
one pocho word he uses is “parquear,” which is phonologically and morphologically influenced
by the word “park,” as in “to park a car.” There are times in the Rio Grande Valley when other
Spanish speakers might aggressively declare this as “not a word”, which, depending on the
context could serve to delegitimize the language-user, a textbook effect of linguistic terrorism
that declares and/or implies linguistic inferiority (see, Christoffersen 2019).
Noteworthy in Virgilio’s recounting is that Spanish is the language that is positioned as
being invaded by English, as opposed to the common racializing perception in the United States
that English is what becomes “contaminated” or “impure” through exposure to the Spanish
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language (Otheguy & Stern 2011). This speaks to the positionality of Rio Grande Valley
residents. The gringo world and its language (English) are marked as foreign elements. While
protecting the gringo world (via the purity of English) was not the ideological priority in these
interactions, the notion of linguistic purity was an ideological proposition that emerged. This led
me to ask some follow up questions on the use of pocho Spanish in the home. I ask Virgilio if his
parents ever commented on his use of pocho Spanish. He reported:
Virgilio: They've never complained about it. I think when I was little, it got a few laughs
from extended family. “Like, that's not a word.” But, [from] my parents, um, I'm very
privileged in the fact that they've always been very supportive.
[….]
Like, [the pocho Spanish word] “parquear” specifically, I think that [word] became so
prolific in people's language down in the [Rio Grande] Valley, that even people who
speak Spanish fluently end up slipping into those things [words].
Virgilio reported that some of his pocho Spanish words “got a few laughs from extended family”
members, who were likely indirectly expressing the sentiment that parquear was “not a word.”
Indeed, just as family members and other Mexicans can be enforcers of language policing
(Anzaldúa 2012[1987]), they can also provide space of linguistic support and solidarity
(Christoffersen 2019). Overall, Virgilio reports that his parents were very supportive, and that
ultimately words like parquear had become so “prolific” in the Rio Grande Valley, that “even
people who speak Spanish fluently end up slipping into those things [words].” Once again, I
would note that the Spanish language itself (as opposed to English) was positioned as becoming
impure through the “slip ups” or the impositions of “not real words.” Such kinds of fleeting, but

115

very common, metapragmatic observations contribute to the idea that Rio Grande Valley Spanish
was not “good” Spanish.
Virgilio considers himself a bilingual poet, which, to my perception, came with the
assumption that Virgilio had attained a level of linguistic mastery over both English and Spanish
that everyday language users do not ever approach. However, Virgilio had a more nuanced
understanding of what it means to have mastery over a language, and specifically how he still
experienced linguistic insecurity at times about his Spanish, despite being an accomplished
bilingual poet and near the completion of his graduate degree in creative writing.
Virgilio: So being in the MFA, I write a lot of poetry. And, I've tried to like branch out
into writing some of those pieces in Spanish. Every now and again, I do need to like look
up a word, because I don't have the right word for this. Or, I have the Americanized word
for this, but I don't have the Spanish word for it. I literally carry my laptop over to my
mom in the living room and [say] “This is what I wrote.” Tell me if it makes sense. […]
But when you get to like a lot of the college writing that we deal with, a lot of it's
academic, right. Or, you know, quote-unquote “academic,” or, standard writing. […]
Now suddenly I have to be worried about your grammar and your sentence structure,
whereas when I'm writing poetry, I can ignore those things. The sentence isn't
grammatically correct, but it works and this is why. (my emphasis)
Mike: You know, that's really [interesting because] usually people would say you have to
learn the standard language super, super, super well before you can even start thinking
about writing poetry. To me, poetry is the most advanced way to write! [For example,] I
am obviously good at English, but, I still couldn't write in poetry. I wouldn't even attempt
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poetry! That’s too advanced for me! [To me] poetry means you have the most control
over the language! (my emphasis)
Virgilio refers to his mother as an ultimate authority of capturing the nuance of Spanish words
for poetry, reporting that he would, “…literally like carry my laptop over to my mom in the
living room and [say] ‘This is what I wrote.’ Tell me if it makes sense.” When Virgilio feels that
his Spanish lexicon is too “Americanized” he must refer to an elder, expert Spanish speaker (his
mother) for the best way to express a poetic feeling or idea. In this way, the Spanish of the
Mexican home is authoritative in so far as it is a vehicle of creativity and emotion—and not, a
vehicle of unbiased truth and information, or what Virgilio called “quote-unquote academic” or
“standard” language. So, while Spanish in the Mexican home takes on the highest authority in
the realm of creativity and poetry, it remains in an institutionally inferior status and as something
else and something other than academic language. That his mother was participating in language
use specifically for the university—literally helping her son with his poetry to complete a
master’s degree in an academic setting—was rendered invisible. Indeed, Virgilio was employing
his mother’s mastery of Spanish, which he positioned as superior to his own, despite him being
the graduate student in a discipline about linguistic mastery. Notably, it was possible to
characterize his mother’s Spanish as also a language-elsewhere, or a linguistic register more
similar to a Spanish found in Mexico that is assumed to be better for poetry.
As Virgilio noted, when he works on campus as an academic writing tutor, he works
strictly within the realm of “quote-unquote academic, or, standard writing” (my emphasis).
Virgilio hinted at how he believes academic writing does not allow for a full representation of
ideas or emotions, but rather is limited by “grammatical” rules and “sentence structures.”
Virgilio recognizes that this is the institutionally mandated set of linguistic registers (both
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English and Spanish) that students are to learn if they expect to graduate. And, unfortunately,
Virgilio was clearly aware that the language of the home and his mother, the language of the Rio
Grande Valley, the language of artists and poets, will always be separate from “quote-unquote”
academic language, and held in an inferior position to the institutionally valued languageelsewhere. The “quote-unquote” in Virgilio’s story specifically marks “standard” and
“academic” language as a norm that was not his or his mother’s own.

“Social” Spanish at Home – “Academic” Spanish at School
The standard/substandard hierarchical relation emerges at various spatial scales,
especially in locating “academic” Spanish as acquired and/or learned anywhere else but the
home of Rio Grande Valley residents. This type of spatialization emerged in an interview with a
participant named “Miranda,” who was a student in the Bilingual Education Program who
answered my digital Facebook flyer announcing my call for research participants. We spoke on
a zoom call in the middle of the day. On the topic of languages spoken in the home, she
described her Spanish speaking home as the following:
Miranda: My parents would always be like, “yo no te entiendo, si no te puedo entender,
tienes que hablar en español.” [“I don’t understand you, if I can’t understand, you need to
speak Spanish.”] [….] So, I feel like that kept us [with] the oral language that we had, it
stayed. And also the reading one, but it’s more social, like our language is a little bit more
social, but now that I’m in school, it’s when it’s a bit more academic. (Interview,
November 20, 2020)
In this conversation, Miranda first reviewed the rules of the household, wherein the parents
demanded, “si no te puedo entender, tienes que hablar en español.” Like Virgilio above, Miranda
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has remained fluent in Spanish (both speaking and reading) because of her Spanish speaking
parents. However, Miranda characterized her home Spanish as a “little bit more social,” which
was then differentiated from the language learned at school, which is “a bit more academic”. The
language-elsewhere in this scenario embeds a hierarchical value between the two registers of
Spanish: a social value and an academic value. How the home language is framed was a constant
struggle, and was indeed a concern of administrators and faculty members who often made
assertive efforts to reassure students that the home language was something valuable. However,
the real question was, which aspect of the home language can be formulated as an economic
resource that is valuable to both students and the university itself? Or, perhaps the question is:
what kind linguistic value was perceived as actually extractable from Valley-ites?

Creating a Bilingual Workforce: “Adding” the language-elsewhere
While at times university actors make valiant efforts to frame the Spanish learned at
home as a rich, cultural “asset,” it nevertheless exists as a separate entity from that which the
public discourse involving UTRGV proposes has potential economic value, or the imagined set
of linguistic practices one uses as an avenue of upward mobility. The idea of “adding” academic
language to the language learned at home that has been historically “subtracted” from
generations of Rio Grande Valley residents is a useful, and likely necessary political stance taken
by some faculty and administrators. Yet, such a political stance often involves a doublemovement of both the affirmation of home linguistic practice coupled with the implication that
what is brought into the classroom from home is not enough to become competitive on the job
market. Such ideological premise was implied with one high-ranking administrator and faculty
member, “Professor Garza,” who was involved in the implementation of the bilingual initiative
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since its conception. Within our conversation, the language-elsewhere was remade on a different
conceptual scale—that is, it emerged as a dichotomy between the Mexican home and the global
marketplace.
Professor Garza: At the end of the day, you want them to know that they can graduate
and that they can find a job and that they’ll be more marketable than the monolingual
person with the same degree that they have. (Interview, September 15, 2020, my
emphasis)
Later in the same interview, Professor Garza modeled how they might speak to Mexican and
Mexican American students:

Professor Garza: I see that you come with your own language. And it's fine. There's
nothing wrong with it. We just need to work. I'm trying to add to it. I'm trying to expand
it. I'm not trying to correct it. I'm not trying to erase it. Right, I'm trying to say, “[let’s]
honor the language you have and how you use it.” [….] We're going to add to it and
we're going to expand it and we're going to improve it, because we can always improve
whatever language we have, even if it's our mother tongue. (my emphasis)
Professor Garza acknowledges the deficiency perspective as an organizing, durable, and
damaging raciolinguistic ideology and imagines affirming students’ English/Spanish bilingual
capabilities when they say, “I see that you come with your own language. And it's fine. There's
nothing wrong with it.” Professor Garza also acknowledges “subtractive” bilingual schooling as
an ongoing problem in the Rio Grande Valley. In general, subtractive bilingual schooling
prioritizes the transition to the socially dominant language, which would be English in the United
States. Often a child’s home language is used only to facilitate this transition. Importantly,
outside of the classroom, a major feature of daily life in the region are forms of prescriptive
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linguistic correction, which also has the effect of discouraging the use of Spanish. Professor
Garza acknowledges this by saying, “I'm not trying to correct it. I'm not trying to erase it.”
Unfortunately, such Spanish-language corrections can come from anyone, including friends and
family. To push back against the ongoing legacy of “subtractive schooling” (Valenzuela 1999),
many educators take a pedagogical stance known as “additive” bilingual schooling (García 2009;
García & Kleifgen 2010). An additive stance attempts to add a second language—or, features
from specific linguistic registers from different named languages—while maintaining and
developing the home language.
Professor Garza framed the university and faculty members as tasked with a specific
responsibility: “We're going to add to it and we're going to expand it and we're going to improve
it, because we can always improve whatever language we have, even if it's our mother tongue”
(my emphasis). In no uncertain terms, the university was imagined as supplementing and
improving students’ Spanish language capabilities, “even if it’s our mother tongue.”
Theoretically, after such additions to Spanish (and by extension bilingual capacities in general),
students will “know that they can graduate and that they can find a job and that they’ll be more
marketable than the monolingual person with the same degree that they have” (my emphasis) —
that is, they will become uniquely competitive on the marketplace via language capabilities,
specifically they will be a part of a competitive bilingual workforce. While the home language is
generally characterized by many faculty and administrators as deeply valuable, “culturally
enriching,” and something that must be “honored,” I have never heard the “home” language
described as already economically valuable or viable as a source of upper mobility without some
degree of institutional legitimation. In other words, what is being added was an imagined
“standard” from elsewhere, eventually to be fully legitimized via university credentials.
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However, I would ask where such bilingual capacities would be “marketable” and what
“workforce” was being privileged. This is not to say the Rio Grande Valley does not always
need, for example, bilingual medical personnel or legal translators. It is more to say that because
there are so many Spanish-speakers in the Valley, English/Spanish bilingualism can be thought
of, as two scholars living in the Valley characterized, a basic necessity for Valley life
(Richardson & Pisani 2017 [1999])—meaning there is no shortage of Spanish and
English/Spanish bilinguals in the Valley. Therefore, I am not sure the local regional marketplace
was where Professor Garza was asserting students would become competitive. In all likelihood,
Garza was referring to a marketplace imagined to have a higher value than that of Rio Grande
Valley, or a marketplace that would come with larger salaries and the opportunity for social
mobility. As a side effect of privileging a marketplace outside of the Valley—a global
marketplace—the university can the make the claim that it will be producing globally
competitive elite bilingual graduates. This can have the additional effect of positioning the
university itself in the global field of higher education as offering something “unique” and
“competitive” to the world (this will be discussed further in chapter five).
Professor Garza went on to speak of the complexity of framing the benefits of becoming
a bilingual university—including the aforementioned additive framings—in a way that will have
specific appeal to various stakeholders while simultaneously dealing with the institutional and
political realities of the moment in the late-2010s.
Professor Garza: We always have to frame it in the right way and sell it in the right way
so that, you know, to make it become a reality. […] We just have to frame it for the
audience, we might frame it in a certain way for a student, a different way for a faculty
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member, [or] for an administrator. All in the end, it's the same. Our goal is the same, to
benefit our university, to benefit our region, to benefit our students.
In terms of wider public marketing, the university foregrounds the economic opportunity and
global competitiveness that bilingualism is perceived to offer future graduates, although, not all
individual university actors promote bilingualism in the same way. Yet, when pushed to a logical
endpoint, the language-elsewhere is what the UTRGV marketing strategy and various university
actors claim will be “added” to a student’s linguistic repertoire that will help create an imagined
globally competitive bilingual workforce.
To restate the point, the Mexican home language on its own does not make a globally
competitive worker. To understand why “additive” pedagogy was such a prevalent stance, it is
useful to recount a common way subtractive schooling has historically been enforced. As already
mentioned, at one point in the Valley, teachers would physically strike students for speaking
Spanish, or for accidently mixing in a Spanish word in their speech. Specifically, Rio Grande
Valley schools enforced a “no-Spanish policy” up until around the 1950s (Richardson & Pisani
2017[1999]), but unofficially, the terrorism went on much longer. Today, linguistic terrorism
takes on different forms, what I describe as soft linguistic terrorism.

Soft Linguistic Terrorism: “I’m supposed to transition to academic language”
Stories of subtractive schooling remain rampant in the Rio Grande Valley. In fact, a
student named “Ramona” was inspired to go into bilingual education because of her upbringing
in Rio Grande Valley schools, which she characterized as utilizing violent, transitional Englishlanguage immersion programs. Ramona appeared for our Zoom conversation sitting far from her
webcam, which gave her the appearance of being physically tiny. She spoke slowly and softly, in
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a whisper-like timbre. When learning she was 19 years old, I understood who I was comparing
her to, my younger sister who is around the same age. Ramona advocated for the notion of
“adding” in our interview, particularly when sharing stories of moments of linguistic terrorism
she experienced. For example, she described one time her Spanish was publicly “corrected” by
her teacher in her local high school.
Ramona: “I don’t remember what phrase it was, I never said it again. But now I’m trying
to get it back, so I feel like they robbed a part of my language because they have this idea
[that] I’m supposed to transition to academic language, but why would you sacrifice our
home language? […] That's not necessary. (Interview, 2020, my emphasis)
Within the context of subtractive public education, corrections entail subtractive effects that
often have nothing to do with the intentions of the person doing the correcting. By this point in
the conversation, Ramona had already spoken of her experience of subtractive schooling in the
Rio Grande Valley. In this sense, the deictics “they” and “you” in her story are not solely
referring to the individual high school teacher, but to the wider institutional practice of forcing
local residents to “sacrifice” their home language. Yet, the institutional practice works through
the recruitment of local teachers to do the ideological dissemination. This is an explicit moment
of a commonly experienced, and institutionally legitimized, form of soft linguistic terrorism.
Perhaps the teacher did not physically strike the student, and perhaps the teacher had no intention
of doing any psychological harm to Ramona, and, it is even possible the teacher perceived the
correction as “helping” Ramona get closer to speaking a normative linguistic register of Spanish.
Unfortunately, to Ramona—as the first-person narrator and witness of her own story—the
experience was traumatic, having lasting effects that would shape her life.
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The subtractive experience would become part of Ramona’s personal motivation to
become a bilingual teacher in the Rio Grande Valley. Or, as Ramona succinctly put it, “I feel like
they robbed a part of my language.” When Ramona asks, “why would you sacrifice our home
language?”, she is offering a critique of the institutionalized oppositional framing of the local
language practices wherein the goal is to get people to “sacrifice” the home language for the
purpose of “transitioning” to academic language. This can be thought of as the languageelsewhere becoming real within a relatively routine interaction in a subtractive schooling
context, wherein the enforcement of an epistemological apartheid—between knowledge of a
“standard” legitimized language and a knowledge of a “substandard” home language—come into
direct conflict. We should note the metaphors Ramona uses to describe her experiences are
anything but benign, but are in fact, violent. For example, the accusation of “robbery” and the
expectation that she “sacrifice” part of her being, which she perceived as an entirely arbitrary
request made from a position of power whose legitimacy is questionable at best.
As Anzaldúa (1987) specifically identified in her work, this racializing hierarchical
linguistic dichotomy has been enforced by educational actors at all levels, in language policies,
and the U.S. education system for decades, if not centuries (Delgado Bernal 1999). Indeed,
within the Rio Grande Valley there is a documented incident where a local school principal
justified segregation because of what he perceived as a “language handicap” (Nájera 2015).
Identifying and critiquing this racializing binary was seen as one way the local population might
liberate itself from such routine experiences of soft linguistic terrorism, which I turn to next.

The struggle against colonial legacies: ¿De dónde viene todo eso?
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According to several faculty and administrators, excavating the colonial history of the
Rio Grande Valley can have both liberating effects as well as produce potential pathways for
how the university might proceed into the future. This entails an approach that specifically
incorporates forging a new narrative that centers racial, colonial, and cultural histories. For
example, when I asked a former UTRGV faculty member and administrator named Francisco
Guajardo (real name) why students generally characterized their linguistic abilities as
substandard and deficient, they said,
Guajardo: It's a vestige of the colonization process vis-a-vis language. I mean, to me
that's what it's always been. It's that our Spanish is not good enough. [And Spanish] is
connected to our lives, our identity, our set of values, you know? [It’s] like a whole slew
of reasons that define this sort of colonization process: “substandard this, second class
that, no los dejes entrar aqui [keep Mexicans out of here and there], not as smart as them,
and [our] language is not as good.” [….] most of us have language shame issues. You've
been through it. I've been through it. My wife has been through it. Every one of my kids
has been through it. […] ¿De dónde viene todo eso? ¿De dónde viene? [Where does all of
that come from? From where?] (my emphasis, Phone interview, February 6, 2020)
I had met Francisco in 2016 and had kept in contact ever since. He is a public activist, and a lifelong resident to the region. He offered a succinct description of the experience of growing up
bilingual in the Valley, especially when he identifies the widespread ideological proposition that
our linguistic practice “is not good enough.” And, since language is “connected to our lives, our
identity, our set of values,” the Mexican population as a whole was positioned as categorically
deficient. When he includes me in his statement—“You’ve been through it”—he is identifying
me as a son and effect of the Rio Grande Valley’s subtractive schooling and the deficiency
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perspective that has been psychologically damaging to generations of students. Which leads him
to ask the rhetorical question: ¿De dónde viene todo eso?, or, specifically, why is the racializing
deficiency perspective still prevalent in the lives of people from the Rio Grande Valley?

Institutional responses to hegemonic knowledge: “Ethnic studies is like a bomb”
One approach to denaturalizing the deficiency perspective is advocating for the
expansion of Mexican American studies coursework and possibly an Ethnic Studies program,
generally considered by many as anti-hegemonic knowledge. However, because of its perceived
politicized framing, the effort has been less successful than, for example, offering bilingual
coursework in business-related disciplines, which is often described by some university actors as
“an easier sell.” In a conversation with faculty member, Stephanie Alvarez (real name,
mentioned above), she noted,
Alvarez: [If] language is political [….] then ethnic studies is like a bomb. […] Many
people there [at UTRGV] are advocating for it, [but] there's always this pushback, you
know, and the pushback seems to come from people who have a lot more say in what's
happening, you know. I definitely think the burden has fallen on women of color in the
university. (Interview, August 17, 2020)
Professor Alvarez was unapologetically public in her anti-racist and anti-misogynist stance
toward the academy at large, where “the burden has fallen on the women of color.” Alvarez
agreed that Spanish language linguistic practices are important and meaningful for the local
student population, and that communities and institutions must contend with the Spanish
language being highly politicized, and that at times its speakers are positioned as threats to the
United States (Santa Ana 2002; Ruiz 2017 [2006]). Crucially, Alvarez also asserts that it is just
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as important to exhume local subjugated historical knowledges that have been erased over the
last two centuries. There is, however, a problem. As they succinctly summarized: “[If] language
is political [….] then ethnic studies is like a bomb.” The lexical choice is highly illustrative and
the specter of epistemological violence is invoked. As counter-hegemonic forms of knowledge
are sometimes framed as iconoclastic weapons, it has triggered an institutional defense from
university actors at the highest levels of administration—that is, “pushback [….] from people
who have a lot more say in what's happening.” But what exactly is so destructive and whose
characterization of these forms of knowledge is this?
Four weeks after I conducted the interview with Professor Alvarez, President Trump,
speaking at the White House Conference on American History (9/17/2020) said, “We must clear
away the twisted web of lies in our schools and in the classrooms, and teach our children the
magnificent truth about our country.” In this line, Trump’s “magnificent truth” refers to gringo
world hegemonic historical knowledge that positions the United States as an unmatched defender
of moral democratic principles. Yet, according to Trump, this magnificent truth is under siege by
a “twisted web of lies.” Trump would specifically name Critical Race Theory as one such “web,”
as an unpatriotic enemy and ongoing threat to the United States. He characterized such forms of
knowledge as,
“bear[ing] a striking resemblance to the propaganda of our adversaries. [….] Students in
our universities are inundated with Critical Race Theory. [….] Critical Race Theory is
being forced into our children’s schools [….] and it’s being deployed to rip apart friends,
neighbors and families.”
In no uncertain terms, counter-hegemonic knowledge is framed as deeply threatening to the
institutional status quo and to the very fabric of friendship, families, communities, and the
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nation. Having one of the most powerful persons in the United States (and the world) publicly
recognize the power of counter-hegemonic histories might be considered a testament to its
liberatory potential. We might consider this as both a form of epistemological erasure, or using
Anzaldúa’s term, a form of “taming” in that the President of the United States is explicitly
advocating for the erasure of specific kinds of knowledge, while elevating, or presenting as
normative, knowledge from the perspective of the gringo world (the “magnificent truth”).
Importantly, this also insinuates that not knowing these counter-hegemonic histories can be a
means of domination, or at minimum, help sustain and reproduce contemporary social
hierarchies. The dangers of not knowing was brought up by another faculty member from the
UTRGV Education department.
When conducting preliminary research for this project, “Professor Perez’s” publications
on translanguaging methodology in education surfaced from time to time. I eventually
discovered Perez was a faculty member at UTRGV and that their research was conducted with
bilingual students from the Rio Grande Valley. I soon after sent an email requesting an interview
via zoom for later that week. This was the only interview where the research participant
preferred to leave their webcam off. After exchanging formal introductions, we began talking
about my research project, and she revealed that she was familiar with my recent publication
with Ofelia García. While I did not ask how she found my work, I assume that the fame of
Ofelia’s co-authorship helped out. When I suggested that bilingualism has always been integral
to racialization and linguistic hierarchy, they overall agreed, but then asserted that there are more
“subversive way[s] of keeping people in their place”—that is, taming Mexicans. When asked
what these subversive techniques are, she identified the systematic erasure of history by
educational institutions.
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Professor Perez: In terms of the historical violence in the [Rio Grande] Valley […] what
I do experience [today] is the lack of teaching about it, and, that's exclusionary if students
don't know about it. The violent history of the Valley at the helm of the U.S. federal
government, like the army in 1916 and the Texas Rangers’ statewide sanctioned violence.
[…] Not knowing about that violence, I think that is a violence […] it's a violence of
education, having not been taught. (Interview, September 6, 2020)
Indeed, we might recall how Anzaldúa (1987) conceptualized the notion of taming, which can
include the overwhelming presence and enforcement of institutionally legitimized knowledges
and practices, which then has the effect of spotlighting and in/directly reprimanding particular
forms of knowledge and behaviors perceived as deviating from the norm. Professor Perez asserts
that the suppression of local knowledges—produced by the apartheid of knowledge—creates
voids and gaps in history that result from “not having been taught.” For example, specific
historical events that would bring about conversations about nation-state complicity with local
terrorist organizations are omitted, such as the Texas Rangers—indeed, their job included the
routine lynching of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. Yet, as Professor Perez notes, violence
can take many forms. For example, the suppression of such histories in the UTRGV classroom is
what Perez characterized as a “violence of education,” or a “having not been taught” forms of
knowledge that have direct relevance on their own lives and reveal aspects of south Texas life
that would likely have been important to students’ own family histories.
In the 2020s, linguistic terrorism at UTRGV no longer takes the form of a “speech test”
or an explicitly monolingual language policy, but more so through the maintenance of historical
erasures coupled with a shift in discourse toward marketplace concepts and economic
competition, what I have been characterizing as a softer form of linguistic terrorism. For
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example, as illustrated earlier, one such discourse revolves around the soft and often wellintentioned implication that adding “standard” and “academic” language, or a languageelsewhere, is the key to economic and social mobility. This line of reasoning appears to be an
apolitical, individual choice. However, it can only appear apolitical if disconnected—by not
teaching about, or by not knowing about the history of the deficiency perspective and how
standard language ideologies have historically been used against Mexicans in the Rio Grande
Valley itself. Such historical erasures typically benefit dominant groups. In other words, the idea
that not knowing the histories of racial violence and its accompanying ideologies of language
standardization is “apolitical” specifically from the perspective of historically dominant groups.
Moving into the future, according to these faculty members, learning or relearning
Spanish, while seen as beneficial, will not entail much social change without students knowing
why a university promotes specific registers of Spanish while excluding or demoting others. In
other words, not all Spanishes are deemed equal or legitimate for the classroom. And, students
should know why they are forced to choose one Spanish over another (Del Valle 2014). Yet,
there are plenty of UTRGV students and faculty who assert a critical consciousness of the racial
histories of linguistic terrorism as just as important for the self-determination of Latinxs in the
United States.

Student responses to hegemonic knowledge: “There's no better version of Spanish.”
Here, I return to the conversation with Ramona (the student who felt “robbed” by
transitional schooling in the RGV), who identifies as an “immigrant, English-learner from
Mexico.” Ramona is not only majoring in bilingual education, but double majoring with
Mexican American Studies. When asked why she paired these majors, she responded with:
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Ramona: I just feel like it goes hand in hand. Like it's connected. You can’t really teach
bilingual education if you don't know the history of that. So I feel like a lot of the things
that I'm learning in my Mexican American studies classes, it's like, furthering my
knowledge of whatever I'm learning in my bilingual education courses. (Interview,
October 28, 2020)
Ramona, with her personal immigrant history, her negative experience of Spanish-to-English
transitional schooling in the Rio Grande Valley, as well as her commitment to critical history has
positioned herself as an adversary to normative institutionalized perspectives. She described the
emotional weight taking this stance has had on her.
Ramona: I’m usually the one that disrupts the comfort zone and it’s like really hard.
[….] It's like me against twenty people [in the university classroom]. So yeah, I don’t
know if I'm wrong, but I think there's no better version of Spanish. It's like, if I speak
Spanglish or Tex-Mex, like not one is better than the other. (Interview, October 28, 2020)
Ramona reports that she is often positioned as opposing her classmates’ normative stances for
explicitly rejecting hierarchical values associated with certain linguistic varieties, particularly the
stigma associated with “Spanglish” or “Tex-Mex.” Indeed, recognizing such linguistic practices
as having always been legitimate is a highly politicized stance (Flores 2014), and has resulted in
her fighting this battle all alone: “It’s like me against twenty people.”
As Ramona described, Spanish with her parents does not include “advanced
terminology,” or “academic” Spanish, for at home, they speak the language of “the Mexican.”
Although this characterization was followed by a hearty laugh—it nevertheless positions
“academic” Spanish as a raceless, autonomous disembodied linguistic object disconnected from
the language learned at home and the racialized body of “the Mexican.” This produces an
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embodied/disembodied dichotomy. In this emergence of the language-elsewhere, if academic
Spanish doesn’t have a body, then it does not have a home, culture or ethnicity, which most
certainly means it does not have a race, which makes it more difficult to connect Spanish to an
imagined racialized political interest group. As it appears to be a pure and autonomous structural
entity, it becomes the makeup of a so-called “unmarked” linguistic form—a universalized object
capable of becoming the ground and measure of what is right and wrong, of what counts as
legitimate linguistic practice and what does not.
Ramona plans to incorporate her perspectives into her chosen profession as an elementary
school teacher, but is not celebrated for her political positions by her peers. Once again, as
Professor Alvarez stated above, “the burden has fallen on women of color in the university” to
resist the normative forces of institutionalized traditions that have not been historically kind to
women like Ramona, Professor Alvarez, or Gloria Anzaldúa. While addressing how local gender
ideologies work in tandem with various intersectional dimensions is beyond the scope of this
chapter, I do not believe it is coincidence that a large majority of the participants that have
volunteered for this research self-identify as Latina/x, Chicana, or as Mexican and Mexican
American women.

Closing Thoughts: Soft Linguistic Terrorism and the Language-elsewhere
The erasure of racializing histories has been perpetuated by this university and the Texas
education system. Furthermore, the UT-System was complicit in the historical development of
deficit thinking and the deficiency perspective within academia, which in turn erases the colonial
process that substandardized the linguistic practices of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the
region. What makes things all the more complex is that “standard” and “academic” languages are
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being conflated into objects of economic value, which allegedly makes graduates more
competitive in the global marketplace. This rearticulates the standard/substandard dichotomy
into a less politically potent and softer framing of what Latinxs should aspire to—that is, Latinxs
should transition from the “home” language to an economically viable standardized language
from elsewhere—both English and Spanish—which are imagined to be pre-legitimized in the
marketplace. Note the apparent lack of racial connotations in the later framing, which constructs
the language-elsewhere as politically neutral, raceless, and an economically normative and
“unmarked” linguistic resource. It then becomes easier to degrade a group of people by insisting
one is only talking about an individual’s failed competitive drive to learn an economically
valuable language, as opposed to talking about a group’s overall racial and linguistic
deficiencies.
The language-elsewhere emerges in everyday conversations, often elevated as superior
through innuendo via the soft implication that local linguistic practices are simply “not enough”
for the marketplace or educational institutions, or the public in general. To be clear, Anzaldúa
identified this same standard/substandard dichotomy in the 1960s when she attended this exact
same campus (then named Pan American College). The softer form of linguistic terrorism
presented in this chapter, and its emergent byproduct, the linguistic imaginary I call the
language-elsewhere, is not new, but a re-articulation of the racial and linguistic hierarchies
produced within the colonial legacy of the Rio Grande Valley. The language-elsewhere gives
name to a linguistic imaginary and emergent contrastive relation found in everyday discourses,
and generally can be traceable to specific spatial-temporal contexts and institutionally
legitimized forms of personhood, so long as it does not include the Mexican homes of the Rio
Grande Valley or Mexicans in the United States. The language-elsewhere changes form, changes
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names, and is an emergent discursive construction treated as “real” by various university
actors—in other words, the language-elsewhere becomes what it needs to be to reproduce social,
racial and linguistic hierarchies.
The practical implementation of bilingualism continues to be a difficult journey for this
university. Nevertheless, the effort to make UTRGV both bilingual and critically conscious of
relevant histories and structural inequities is being spearheaded by many local researchers and
scholars, from the application of a post-colonial critique in the university’s Translation and
Interpreting Office (Dávila-Montes, González-Núñez, and Guajardo, 2019), to reimagining firstyear writing classes (Cavazos, 2019), to the collection of testimonios (Alvarez, 2013; Cole and
Johnson, 2013), to critiques of state-sanctioned Spanish proficiency tests (Guerrero and
Guerrero, 2017), to the promotion of critical stances toward subtractive schooling in the Rio
Grande Valley (Saavedra et al., 2020; Ostorga and Farruggio, 2020; Schall, Alvarez McHatton,
and Sáenz, 2020), and through translanguaging in the classroom (Musanti and Cavazos, 2018).
Through the work of these university actors—some of whom graciously made time for an
interview with me—Latinxs in the United States continue to question racial and linguistic
hierarchies that have been forming and reforming for centuries, passed along from one
generation to the next.
In the 2010s and 2020s, framing Spanish and bilingualism within American education as
a potential economic resource has provided a “shelter from political tension” (Stephens, 2021) in
a nation that views Latinxs as a political, linguistic and racial threat (Santa Ana 2002; Ruiz 2017
[2006]; Chavez 2008). Using this economic framing is not unique to the region, but an identified
trend in primary/secondary schools all across the United States (Flores, Tseng, and Subtirelu
2021; Valdez, Freire, and Delavan 2016; Stephens 2021). However, caution must be exercised
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not to simply re-articulate the deficiency perspective by equating the idea of an economically
valuable Spanish with the idea of a “standard” Spanish from elsewhere disconnected from the
homes of Mexicans and Mexican Americans.
This chapter asserts that the language-elsewhere is at its core a colonial, white
supremacist invention (Makoni and Pennycook 2005) designed to perpetuate the racializing
standard/substandard linguistic dichotomy as a “natural” fact of life. If these histories are not
addressed, then the violence of these erasures will be allowed to maintain the institutional status
quo. Treating a stigmatized language as a neutral object of economic value will not work to
destigmatize the users of that language, nor will it work against racial and linguistic hierarchies
or result in a more equitable society. Or, as Richard Ruiz (2017 [1991]) had keenly observed,
“’the ‘inclusion’ of the language of a group has coincided with the exclusion of their voice”
(259). And, when a people’s “voice is suppressed, it is not heard—it does not exist” (261,
emphasis in original). In other words, claiming to value a people’s language while
simultaneously devaluing the people who use it has the potential to be one of the softest forms of
linguistic terrorism to date. Nevertheless, the resulting complexities at the institutional level have
left the future of UTRGV’s bilingual initiative in a precarious position, which is the subject of
the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5:
THE “LANGUAGE-AS-RESOURCE” ORIENTATION: BECOMING A
“COMPETITIVE” UNIVERSITY

Introduction
At UTRGV, the Spanish language and English/Spanish bilingualism is often publicly
presented as an economic skill, a form of difference that the university markets as its own
“competitive edge” over other institutions as well as for its future graduates, who are
approximately 90% Latinx and life-long residents to the region (Ostorga and Farruggio 2018;
Ostorga et al. 2020). As asserted in the previous chapter, the economic resource named
“Spanish” was marketed as something else and something other than the language spoken in the
everyday lives of Rio Grande Valley residents in that “Spanish” was imagined to be from
elsewhere. Each name for the language-elsewhere presupposed and entailed a contrastive
relation—a blunt dichotomy between a linguistic “standard” and a “substandard”—that is, a rearticulation of a linguistic hierarchy that is the effect of racial and colonial governance meant to
separate an allegedly “standard” language, from a perpetually mixed, deficient and racialized
linguistic practice. This dichotomy was used as a proxy for the construction of “deficient”
racialized bilingual subjects (Rosa 2016; Flores and Rosa 2015; Rosa and Flores 2017).
This placed the university in a precarious position: it must present the English-Spanish
bilingualism of Mexican Americans as not only non-threatening to American society (Santa Ana
2002; Ruiz 2017[2006]; Zentella 2009; Rosa 2016), but as an economically valuable resource in
the United States. That is, the university must contend with the widely spread ideological
premise that Mexican Americans’ linguistic practice is a threat to both the English and Spanish
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language, via the racialization of particular “mixed” linguistic registers such as, “TexMex,”
“Spanglish,” or talking “mocho” and/or “pocho” (Villa 2000; Otheguy & Stern 2011). Presenting
Spanish and English-Spanish bilingualism as an economic resource has opened up an array of
possibilities for local students and the university. However, I align with Pennycook’s (2001)
assertion that any institutional intervention must be accompanied by a line of “constant skeptical
questioning” (12), and that ultimately, “[…] we cannot consider the support of one language or
another as inherently preferable. It depends what [it is] being used for” (20).
This chapter seeks to explore the university from a different point of view. In chapter
three, I emphasized the experience of daily life as a UTRGV student in the Rio Grande Valley,
specifically the practice of naming and semiotic whitening in a world structured by white
supremacy. In chapter four, I explored the everyday emergence of the language-elsewhere—as
the linguistic imaginary perceived as separate from Mexicans and the local region, and therefore
superior—in narratives of students and faculty. In the present chapter, I analyze the public
construction of UTRGV as a global institution—or, the active attempt to create a Hispanicserving institution that offers something “competitive” and “unique” to the global field of higher
education and the world. I explore this angle by focusing on the words of faculty and (past and
present) administrators. As I will illustrate, there are many orientations toward “language” and
its normative role in society.
In this chapter, I first present an historical overview of the emergence of the language-asresource discourse and how such discourses interacted and continue to interact with antiMexican ideologies. Next, I present a multimodal discourse analysis of newspaper interviews
with administration and two university public documents (the ‘Strategic Plan,’ and its
accompanying ‘Guiding Principles’), all of which, cumulatively, helped to create a coherent
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public facing narrative about the emergence of the bilingual university in the conservative state
of Texas. Within this narrative lay a distinct “language-as-resource” orientation to language
abilities (Ruiz 1984), or the idea that English-Spanish bilingualism would serve as a
“competitive edge” for its graduates and the university. Second, I switch focus from the
coherence of the university’s public facing image to the real life unfolding of the bilingual
institution—specifically, I present an analysis of ethnographic interviews with faculty members,
some with administrative roles, on the real-world difficulties in the actual implementation of a
university-wide bilingual initiative. As we will see, the result thus far has been uneven, leading
one participant to describe it as “ad hoc patchwork.” Understanding what is going wrong and
what is going right can potentially reveal what adjustments and modifications can be made to
more effectively bring into being a Hispanic-serving bilingual institution in the 21st century.

The “language-as-resource” orientation: Still a critical intervention?
In 1984, Richard Ruiz published his now canonical article, “Orientations in Language
Planning.” Here, he identified two powerful language ideologies that, up to that point, had deeply
influenced language planning and policy writing: the “language-as-problem” orientation and the
“language-as-right” orientation. He states, “Orientation, as it is used here, refers to a complex of
dispositions toward language and its role, and toward languages and their role in society” (14,
italics in original). The “language-as-problem” orientation approached linguistic difference as a
problem to be overcome by non-English speakers, and, building off other historically descendent
racializing ideologies, would come to link languages other than English to poverty, low
educational achievement, and lack of social mobility. The national political context
encompassing this orientation is important. The passage of the Bilingual Education Act of 1968
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treated non-English language groups as having a linguistic “handicap to be overcome” (Ruiz
1984:17), and the point of the act was to encourage, or “force” (Gutiérrez 2022), students to
“transition” to English. The overall perception from dominant groups was if non-English
language users would just learn English, all social problems would be solved. It was, then, no
coincidence the BEA emerged during the so-called “War on Poverty.” As Ruiz succinctly put it,
“Perhaps the perception most compelling—the connection of language and language diversity
with social problems—is that multilingualism leads ultimately to a lack of social cohesiveness;
with everyone speaking their own language, political and social consensus is impossible” (19).
This national context was also in dialogue with an international momentum toward treating
linguistic practice as an aspect of human rights.
The “language-as-right” orientation considers how languages could be fit into a legal
framework that could potentially offer certain kinds of guaranteed protections. Both of these
orientations construct language in overlapping although differing ways. For example, the
language-as-problem orientation helped make possible language policies like the Bilingual
Education Act of 1968. When language was imagined specifically as a right, new questions and
remedies emerged. For example, “How might a ‘language’ be fit into a legal framework?”; or,
“How might the state codify legal protections for language minoritized populations?” Ricento
(2005) pointed out that a key language related policy also around this time was the Voting Rights
Act of 1965 (amended in 1975), which outlawed the use of English-only ballots as de facto
literacy “tests,” and stipulated that in some places voting ballots must be translated to meet the
needs of surrounding populations. Yet, language policies such as these would set the stage for
potent confrontations. Ruiz states:
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Terms like ‘compliance’, ‘enforcement’, ‘entitlements’, ‘requirements’, and ‘protection’
create an automatic resistance to whatever one is talking about. Their use creates
confrontation, […and] different groups and authorities invoke their rights against each
other: children vs schools; parents vs. school boards; majority vs. minority groups; some
minority groups vs others; state rights vs. federal authority; and so on (22-23).
According to Ruiz, the language-as-right orientation, while effective in securing at least
temporary legal protections, entailed a mixed bag of outcomes. This was why Ruiz proposed that
we advocate more strongly for a third emergent approach to linguistic difference: the “languageas-resource” orientation.
The “language-as-resource” orientation was a proposed critical intervention that could
potentially address the unfavorable effects of the language-as-problem and language-as-right
orientations. By “resource,” Ruiz included what he called community “codes, discursive
practices, conventions, etc.” as well as community language maintenance institutions such as
“churches, media, schools, [and] family practices” (2017[2006]). He asserted an alternative
approach could be emphasizing how non-English languages could be treated as “resources” in
American society, which could potentially enhance the status of language minoritized groups as
well as ease tensions between groups with differing linguistic practices. Over the last few
decades, the language-as-resource orientation has become integral to the promotion of nonEnglish language learning in the United States. However, some scholars felt the approach was
playing into a set of marketplace rationalities that would ultimately be used to direct resources
away from minoritized populations (Valdés 1997). For example, Ricento (2005) observed that in
certain strands of academic discourse, the language-as-resource orientation appeared to be more
concerned with advancing nation-state military and economic interests. Petrovic (2005) made a
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similar observation, but perhaps was even more critical, saying “[…] the strategic appeal to the
market mentality on the dominant group is a severe miscalculation since such an appeal can
serve only to perpetuate the inequitable linguistic status quo driven by capitalism in the first
place” (404, my emphasis).
Linguistic anthropologists and sociolinguists have expressed their skepticism of the
language-as-resource approach and have identified a tension between language being primarily
about the production of community and “authenticity” as opposed to language being a source of
economic value (Heller & Duchêne 2012; Cameron 2000; Cavanaugh & Shankar 2014). While
the move to impose an economic value onto language is not new, the degree to which language
abilities are popularly spoken about in almost exclusively economic terms is something to keep a
critical eye on. Particularly as the language-as-economic-resource approach appears to be
undermining the language-as-right discourse, which, in certain contexts, has been an effective
way to protect languages and their peoples (Heller 2010; Heller & Duchêne 2012, 2016; Flores
2017; Varghese & Park 2010; Ricento 2005). Indeed, the language-as-resource approach has
gained global momentum, merging with and emerging from late capitalist and/or neoliberal
approaches that objectify and fit language(s) into market logics. Piller and Cho (2013) have
explored how such market logics are themselves a form of covert language policy, which has
helped support the move for English language instruction in South Korean higher education.
Similarly, Park (2017) has observed that in Korean higher education, the drive toward
multilingualism has placed a high value on global, “standard” linguistic registers. The American
education system has taken up such ideological propositions—albeit in a nonuniform way.
However, successful implementations of institution-wide bilingual initiatives have been much
more popular in American primary and secondary education.
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Here, I deviate from more recent neoliberal understandings of what might be happening
at UTRGV regarding the language-as-resource discourse. Neoliberalism is sometimes presented
as an “ideological regime,” or form of “rationality” based on marketplace principles that can be
extended into all arenas of social life (Brown 2015; Foucault 2004; Dartot and Daval 2013).
Anthropological understandings of neoliberalism have begun to question the usefulness of the
concept (Kingfisher & Maskovsky 2008; Maskovsky & Kingfisher 2001), which can appear to
be a monolithic force unilaterally directing individual and institutional outcomes. Ethnographic
research, however, illustrates that neoliberalism does not simply subsume local practice, but
rather tends to emerge differently in different places, changing with local value systems (Rofel
2007; Freeman 2007, 2012).
When speaking of education, neoliberalism can be framed as at least partially responsible
in the resignification of education, language, and even the self (Flubacher & Del Percio 2017;
Gershon 2011, 2014, 2016)—all of which are topics analyzed in this dissertation. However, I am
more interested in connecting the current political era and its effects to the longer history of
Mexicans, the Spanish language, and white supremacy in the United States. That Spanish has
been framed as a political and economic resource many times throughout history (García 2009b)
suggests this is not unique to a more recent neoliberal condition (Brown 2015; Foucault 2004;
Dartot and Daval 2013). For example, Del Valle and García (2013) mention that persons
including Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson viewed Spanish as an instrument that could
enable commerce during American territorial expansion of the late 1800s. Dubord (2013)
showed how Spanish was used as a political resource utilized by anglos and Mexican elites in the
1870s. Lozano (2013) goes further, saying that Spanish was so integral to legitimizing American
politics in newly acquired territories that it should be considered an “American language.”
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Martinez (2013) showed how Spanish was instrumentalized in the 1920s as a resource to stop the
local spread of tuberculosis, just as Spanish was harnessed to stop the spread of Covid-19 in the
RGV in the 2020s (more on this below). I resist framing recent re-articulations of the Spanish-asresource discourse as a “new” or recent neoliberal phenomenon, for its so-called newness is only
“new” within a specific way of perceiving what is happening (Reyes 2014). In this case, I believe
presenting the Spanish-as-resource discourse as a “new” occurrence risks the ongoing erasure of
the racial and political histories of Spanish and Latinxs in the United States. Part of these racial
histories include histories of bilingual education.
More recent bilingual initiatives and dual language education programs in public schools
come in many forms, some more effective than others and some that prioritize certain groups
more than others. As dual language schooling was gaining momentum in the United States,
Guadalupe Valdés (1997) published her now canonical “cautionary note” to educators and policy
makers on the dangers of treating language(s) as a resource supposedly available to everyone.
Valdés warned that such an approach, while admirable, would have uneven effects depending on
the power relations of the groups involved. In her work in New Mexico and California, she
observed that white students and Mexican American students received different kinds of praise
and a different quality of instruction, almost always bent in favor of white children. Some 25
years later, we can look back at Valdés’ article as having a prophetic quality in that she
accurately predicted how dual language education programs would very likely benefit white
and/or dominant groups’ families and their children.
For example, in North Carolina, dual language programs are housed in the language of
“World Language Education,” which invokes the vision of a global marketplace that was in all
likelihood an attempt to appeal to politicians and parents of dominant groups, at the expense of
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recognizing Latinx community history and hardship (Cervantes-Soon 2014). Another team of
researchers in Utah identified the hard lean into “value discourses” when publicly marketing dual
language education programs (Valdez, Garrett, & Freire 2016). Overall, they assert that
discourses related to global economics have generally usurped the potential for dual language
education to confront the legacy of inequality that has historically structured American education
(Delavan, Valdez, & Friere 2017; Freire, Valdez, & Delavan 2017; Delavan, Freire, & Valdez.
2021). This group of scholars have provocatively proposed that such discursive trends might be
thought of as the “gentrification of dual language education,” wherein dominant groups are
beginning to extract the economic value of linguistic “resources” from racialized populations
(Valdez, Freire & Delavan 2016; also see, Hamann & Catalano 2021; Delavan, Freire, &
Menken 2021). Perhaps nowhere is this concern phrased more potently than by Flores, Tseng,
and Subtirelu (2021) who question whether or not dual language programs are benefiting
language minoritized groups at all—or, as they put it, is it “bilingualism for all, or just for the
rich and white?” (2021). Here, they are identifying a serious concern: If Spanish is constructed as
an economic resource, will the Latinx community have the opportunity to turn that value into
real world social and economic mobility?
Some scholars say probably not. In Villa and Villa’s (2005) research in New Mexico,
they illustrated how bilingual employees did not feel compensated with higher wages, and, if
anything, were given more work. Additionally, bilingual capabilities were sometimes used to
lock workers in entry-level positions that required face-to-face interaction. In Alarcón and
Heyman’s (2013) research on bilingual call centers in the borderlands of El Paso, Texas, Spanish
language capabilities were characterized as a “heritage language” and a freely available resource
to employers, and not a technical skill. Alarcón et. al. (2014) expanded their research to also
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include Dallas, Texas, which is several driving hours away from the border and where
bilingualism is far less prevalent. Yet again they found that English-Spanish bilinguals earned
less than English monolinguals in both Dallas and El Paso.
However, there are scholars that envision a bright future for what can be described as a
“bilingual advantage.” For example, there is the edited volume by Callahan & Gándara (2014),
who recruited numerous scholars of bilingualism that could potentially prove a bilingual
advantage exists. The results were more or less ambiguous, and if anything, the volume makes
the argument that a bilingual advantage could exist in the future. Rosa (2016) asserts that such a
proposition—that Latinxs will in the future be valuable to the United States—is a mechanism of
racial governance that may result in the “perpetual deferral of societal inclusion” (108). The
volume also elicited a direct critique from Alonso and Villa (2020) whose research with 23
working college students (or recent graduates) in New York again showed that a “bilingual
advantage” was reserved for Latinx workers that knew three languages (English, Spanish, and
another language) with a graduate degree and/or specialized linguistic certifications. However,
the great majority of researcher participants did not have these credentials, and the most common
experience was more work with no pay increase. Alonso and Villa (2020) assert that in the
special exceptions where there was a marked pay increase, it was not necessarily a bilingual
advantage, but might more accurately be called a college degree advantage paired with the
accumulated social capital of the graduating institution. Thus far, to my knowledge, there are no
studies that can identify English-Spanish bilingualism as an isolatable variable that clearly
illustrates a community advantage for English-Spanish bilinguals in the American job market—
at best, the advantage may come in the future, but this is a big maybe. However, the trend to
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present language skills (like English-Spanish bilingualism) as a competitive edge continues to be
a powerful organizing force in educational institutions (Chaparro 2021).
As we will see below, the idea of a “competitive edge” is a powerful marketing strategy
employed by various university actors at UTRGV. The push toward imagining universities as
competing in a global market is not new. But, as asserted in chapter two, Hispanic-serving
institutions occupy a unique and disadvantaged position in a field of higher education, which is
quite explicitly divided by race, both at the institutional level and the way students are counted.
But, as some scholars have noted, the potency by which the academy is managed and how
relationships between individuals are imagined are today more explicitly based on market
principles than ever before (Rhoades and Slaughter 1997; Giroux 2002; Apple 2001; Levidow
2005). As part of this wider higher education context, we must add the language-as-resource
orientation and its accompanying constructions of language that are not only about identity and
community, but are constructed as an autonomous economic variable susceptible to market
principles, such as supply and demand as well as forms of decision-making that considers how
language skills can foster a high return of investment.
I believe it is important to distinguish between conversations about language as a
multifaceted set of resources (for example, family and community discursive practices), and
conversations about language as, above all else, imagined as an economic resource, or a
language-as-economic-resource orientation. However, language(s) that are constructed as
economic resources or commodities, are never only commodities (Heller 2017). And, when we
talk about languages and linguistic practice, we are necessarily talking about people. Of
particular note is the work of Bonnie Urciuoli who has observed how marked difference,
including linguistic practices, has become a valuable “resource” under the signifier known as
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“diversity” (2009, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2018), a concept used by various institutions to index
various forms of difference that are not subversive to existing racial and economic hierarchies
(Shankar 2015; Ahmed 2007, 2012). Presenting certain forms of marked difference in this way,
at times, takes a celebratory stance toward race and ethnicity at the expensive of acknowledging
the troubled history of American racism.
This is undoubtedly why those UTRGV administration and faculty most skeptical of the
bilingual initiative took multiple stances, sometimes they cheered on the idea of an institution of
higher education that celebrated bilingualism, but were often left wanting. At times there were
very practical scenarios in classroom contexts that made it difficult to promote English-Spanish
bilingualism. In what follows, I analyze the stories that emerged in the interviews of several
faculty and administration who identified various kinds of complexities experienced on campus.
For example, working in the university translation office, some administrative faculty members
identified the unique challenges translating material that would index local linguistic registers,
but would also index “standard” and/or “academic” Spanish in the textual material that was
meant to circulate beyond the region. Other faculty members were concerned that UTRGV
continued to offer support of bilingualism, but at the expense of a more robust Mexican
American Studies program.
Before analyzing these interviews, I turn to UTRGVs curated public facing narrative by
referring to three kinds of materials: 1) official UTRGV documents; 2) a selection of newspaper
interviews with faculty/administrators; and, 3) two YouTube videos—one local and one
international. Collectively, this public coverage markets UTRGV as full of “unique resources”
and “assets” that stem from the region and its bilingual residents, which were imagined to create
a compelling university option for students beyond the Rio Grande Valley. This will set the
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historical stage and the contextual ground for the ethnographic interviews that reveal the effects
of the bilingual initiative thus far, which were mostly collected around four to six years after the
re/opening of UTRGV. What is clear is, as Ruiz (2017[1984) asserted, language policy requires a
variety of approaches, and some are better than others in certain situations, especially when
powerful institutions are involved.

Constructing the public-facing narrative of a “competitive” university
In the previous chapter, for Spanish to discursively achieve the status of a so-called
“standard” language, it must be detached from the local and resignified as a language-elsewhere,
not learned ‘naturally’ in the Mexican home, but framed as an academic subject (García 2014).
To detach the Spanish language from the Mexican home required flooding the indexical field
with a different set of indexicals that did not point to race or ethnicity, but to the historically
dominant, and normative hegemonic ideologies such as the presumed existence of a neutral,
autonomous linguistic system sometimes called “standard” or “academic” language. Only after
enough cumulatively added meanings might it be possible to describe a phenomenon (like the
language-elsewhere) as achieving a state of “unmarkedness” from the dominant perspective. This
section continues this line of thought, still detaching language from the Mexican home, but
instead flooding the indexical field with meanings associated with language skills as economic
resources that serve as a “competitive edge” for both UTRGV and its graduates. And, because
the language of competition indexes the marketplace, this assumes that meanings associated with
competition and competitive behavior is the avenue by which reframing is achieved, or
resignified as normative from within the hegemonic perspective. And, as asserted previously, the
language-elsewhere was often linked to a specific chronotopic elsewhere. In this chapter,
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however, I consider how the chronotopic elsewhere is being construed as a vague conception of
the entire world where Spanish is a global language connected to a global marketplace.

The strategic planning: Connecting UTRGV to the world
In March 2017, UTRGV published the five-year “Strategic Plan”. The announcement of
its publication appeared in the popular local online newspaper, The Rio Grande Guardian. Here,
outgoing UTRGV Provost Havidán Rodríguez characterized the importance of the strategic plan:
[The “Stategic Plan”] is important because it defines the university for the Rio Grande
Valley. It defines who we are and where we are headed as a university. We are here to
serve the people of the Rio Grande Valley. The people we are addressing are either
students, the parents of students, the grandparents of students, the neighbors of students,
the parents of future students, we are all impacted by what happens at the University of
Texas-Rio Grande Valley. (“UTRGV publishes roadmap to ensure student success,”
Reyes 2017)
Provost Rodríguez is quoted at length to emphasize the common local perception held by many
Rio Grande Valley residents: in all likelihood, the college experience of parents, parents-to-be,
and their children will likely involve (or already involved) attending UTRGV. Rodríguez goes to
great lengths to frame UTRGV as unambiguously local, referencing “students,” “grandparents,”
“neighbors,”—all of which construct UTRGV as an institution intimately tied to the Rio Grande
Valley. Importantly, however, this was the premier online local newspaper that privileged the
vantage point of the Rio Grande Valley. For example, the newspaper might publish open letters
to Texas politicians discussing concerns directly relevant to South Texas and the Texas-Mexico
Border. Following this, it is not surprising that within this Rio Grande Guardian article the
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“Strategic Plan” is presented as a general plan not just for the university, but for the Rio Grande
Valley’s future and the global economic possibilities the university will be prioritizing moving
into the future.
The cover of the university “Strategic Plan” (Figure 3) featured, to my own Valley-ite
perception, several unambiguously local brown folks. The involvement of Rio Grande Valley
families in local students’ experience at UTRGV is partly represented by a photo depicting an
embrace between father and son, or maybe nephew and uncle. The strategic plan is designed to
serve regional needs. At first glance, the title, “Transforming our world” (my emphasis) sounds
like reference to the imagined world within the Rio Grande Valley—or perhaps that the Rio
Grande Valley was itself the world referred to. However, when the Strategic Plan was placed in
dialogue with two other major official university documents, an economic, globally linked world
outside of the Valley seems to be prioritized.
The “Strategic Plan” was interdiscursively linked to two previously released University
of Texas System sets of guidelines referred to as the “Guiding Principles” (released in 2013) and
the “Quantum Leaps” (released in 2015). Abbreviated versions of both documents are included
in the Strategic Plan’s appendix.
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Figure 3: “Strategic Plan” cover.

The goals of the Quantum Leaps (2015) are meant to be applicable to all Texas
universities within the UT System. For example, some generalizable goals include “build the
state’s and nation’s next generation of leaders” and “establish the UT System as a leader in
national security.” The Quantum Leaps initiatives was frequently referred to throughout the
UTRGV strategic plan. By contrast, the earlier published Guiding Principles (2013) was
positioned as a regionally specific document, yet more often than not, referred to the state of
Texas, the nation and the globe. The Guiding Principles were passed down from the UT System
Board of Regents in 2013 for the purpose of directing the “re-opening” of the institution that
would become UTRGV two years later. In no uncertain terms, the vision embedded in these
fifteen state-level guiding principles imagines a university that is globally competitive. More
than half of the principles include phrases like, ‘become a global leader in higher education’,
‘help solve local, state, national and global problems’, ‘improve the quality of life for the region,
the state, the nation and our world’, and, eventually the end goal to serve as the ‘Gateway to the
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Americas’. While the Guiding Principles do mention the importance of the ‘region’, the ‘local’,
and the ‘community’, ultimately, the principles are flooded with indexical links that go ‘beyond’
the Rio Grande Valley—that is, they connected the university’s relevance across spatial and
temporal scales: from the community, to the regional, to the state, to the global, and from the
past/present into the future. These official university documents actively project UTRGV into a
global marketplace.

Figure 4: Guiding Principles adapted for UTRGV
In Shumar’s (1997) ethnographic account of what they called a neoliberalizing university,
they note that publicly disseminated university brochures as well as strategic planning are
directly taken from corporate marketing and organizational methods. Or, as Gal (2015) observed,
when it comes to the linguistic register utilized in university documents, there is “[m]uch
evidence that higher education in the United States has been reshaped through analogical
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processes reproducing the terminology, values, and practices of business management and
marketing” (236). At UTRGV, the strategic plan doubles as a marketing brochure to attract
prospective students and their parents both within and “beyond” the Rio Grande Valley. Notably,
no translations into Spanish have been made of the strategic plan or the university website, which
were early goals in the opening of the university (and were listed as an explicit goal in the
Strategic Plan). At a practical level, I discovered this is a staffing issue. However, this also
reveals who remains the prioritized audience: English language users.
To become ‘globally’ relevant in a neoliberal world means taking strategic steps to frame
cultural or racial difference as nonthreatening to the institutional order—that is, making the
already bilingual population of the university ‘officially’ bilingual in terms legible and palatable
to a global marketplace. In this sense, UTRGV must take careful steps to not mark itself as ‘too
different’ or somehow outside marketplace values, while also resignifying the meaning of
racially marked objects—like “Spanish,” “bilingualism,” and “culture”—into objects that have
the potential to index a “competitive edge” for the institution and prospective students. For
example, Spanish language should not index Mexicans, and “culture” should index the friendly
face of “diversity,” not the Texas-Mexico borderlands region with an almost entirely Mexican
population. Such a strategy was present across various public interviews with administrative
staff, particularly in the lead up to the official (re-)opening of the university in 2015.

Announcing the (re-)opening of UTRGV: The newspaper interviews
In 2014, one year before the legacy institutions University of Texas Pan-American
(UTPA) and University of Brownsville (UTB) were officially combined and reopened as
UTRGV, the news that the university was going to implement an institution-wide bilingual
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initiative began to spread. Once the university opened, more media coverage appeared. I return
to a set of interviews in three articles from the Rio Grande Guardian, for two reasons: 1) because
of the popularity of the newspaper in the Rio Grande Valley and how it usually writes from the
perspective of Valley residents; and, 2) because the interviews were with high-level university
administrators. The then UTRGV provost Havidán Rodríguez was quoted saying:
We want people to know we are very serious about this.... When the UT-System Board of
Regents announced the formation of UTRGV they set up about 15 guiding principles and
one of those guiding principles was to become a bilingual, bi-cultural, and bi-literate
university. ... I think it is going to make us unique around the country. (“UTRGV aims to
become bilingual, bi-cultural, bi-literate institution,” Taylor 2016a, my emphasis)
This is the same Provost Rodríquez that emphasized the intimate connection the UTRGV has
with the Rio Grande Valley. In this article, however, the emphasis has shifted to a different scale
beyond the local, saying that the goal of becoming a bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate
institution is “going to make us unique around the country” (my emphasis). He goes on to cite
one of the guiding principles, saying the goal is to, “Promote arts and humanities programs to
produce state, national and world leaders who are bi-cultural, bi-lingual [sic] and bi-literate.”
Note his emphasis on producing “state, national and world leaders” (my emphasis) who are
trained, degreed bilinguals. This guiding principle sets up the possibility of publicly marketing
UTRGV as not only a globally linked Hispanic-serving institution, but also an institution with a
‘unique’ competitive edge. The Provost further characterizes UTRGV as an ‘economic engine
for the region’ (“UTRGV seeks Carnegie classification as community engaged institution,”
Taylor 2016b). In a different article, he characterizes the local Latinx population as a ‘major,
major strength’ that ‘we have got to embrace’—additionally noting that ‘we have not found
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another example [of a bilingual university] in the United States’ (“UTRGV aims to become
bilingual, bi-cultural, bi-literate institution,” Taylor 2016a). However, to project UTRGV as
nationally and internationally competitive, this “uniqueness” must be framed in the “right way”
(Gershon 2016:237), or not subversive to a marketplace rationality.
Francisco Guajardo, who was at one point during this research the Executive Director of
the B3 Institute responsible for overseeing the implementation of bilingualism, biculturalism,
and biliteracy (the three “b’s” of the B3 Institute) across the university, similarly identifies the
Guiding Principles as a crucial step toward implementing a university-wide bilingual format.
Guajardo explains:
So, in some ways, the [UT System Board of] Regents were saying to us [through the
Guiding Principles], the door is open to explore some of the natural assets, the
geographical assets, the cultural assets, maybe as part of how you shape the new
university. (“Guajardo: Institutional courage is there to make UTRGV a fully bilingual
institution,” Taylor 2016c, my emphasis)
In Guajardo’s peer-reviewed academic publications (Guajardo 2007; Guajardo & Guajardo 2004,
2017), the word ‘asset’ is often employed to counter the perception of Mexicans in the Rio
Grande Valley as culturally, linguistically, and racially “deficient.” Often, he speaks of “assets”
in terms of the strength and resilience of the South Texas border communities and their language
practices that continue to thrive despite the history of white supremacy and the subjugation of
persons of Mexican descent. For example, he stated, “As agents for community change, we use a
pedagogy of place that creates a new reality. It is a pedagogy based on the assets of people and
grounded in a value system that respects peoples’ dignity” (2004:504, my emphasis). In his
work, linguistic “assets” were not constructed through a language as (economic) resource
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orientation, but more closely resemble the strategic deployment of terms like “assets,”
“resources,” and “cultural wealth” to counter the deficiency perspective in CRT approaches to
education (see, Yosso 2005), as well as the “asset-pedagogies” that were also gaining momentum
at the time.
However, when contextualized across interviews and positioned within global and market
discourses, the term “asset” is swept up in the dominant indexical field of marketplace
discourses—that is, the indexical field was flooded in such a way as to link the term “asset” with
serving as an economic object with a competitive function. This was not his or his co-author’s
political stance to the “language as resource” orientation—indeed, they provide a nuanced, antiracist understanding of the terms “resource” and “asset.” However, when reading his statements
in the Rio Grande Guardian—and placing them in an interdiscursive relationship with university
marketing documents as well as the Provost’s comments on the university in the same
newspaper—it could appear that even Guajardo was employing a marketplace logic, wherein
Spanish and English-Spanish bilingualism ‘adds value’ when racialized subjects learn Spanish as
an academic register at a university. This potentially indexes an individual concerned with their
own market value, who would then seek to acquire additional language-related credentials to
become competitive in the marketplace—what Martín Rojo (2019) has called a “self-made
speaker.”
This process forms “legitimate bilinguals” and “expert bilinguals” (Bonilla-Silva 2004),
or what Silverstein (2003) called the “linguistic elite,” whose subject position indexes
competitive potential and recognition in a global marketplace. And, if a university is involved in
producing globally competitive graduates, it can stake a claim to being a globally competitive
university, as well as a producer of competition itself. This creates a web of indexicality between
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subjects unaffiliated with any ethnoracial group, but instead linked to an institution with
aspirations to compete in the marketplace at a global scale. Indeed, we might think of this as
flooding the indexical field with meanings detached from the history of American racialization
and re-indexicalized to foreground the global marketplace.
Director Guajardo imagines the possibility of other universities following in the footsteps
of UTRGV.
When we do this, other people will say, not only is this interesting, not only is that
compelling, but that gives them [UTRGV] a competitive edge. People are always looking
for a competitive edge, in all walks of life. ... I do expect that a lot of eyes will be on us
and we welcome that. (“Guajardo: Institutional courage is there to make UTRGV a fully
bilingual institution,” Taylor 2016c, my emphasis)
Here, being “competitive” at the institutional scale is positioned as normative, while
simultaneously forging indexes of competition between and among individuals is seen as both
desirable and itself a source of value “in all walks of life.” Bilingualism is not only predicted to
be the “competitive edge” the university will be capitalizing on; it is a competitive edge that will
be passed onto emerging bilingual graduates from UTRGV—that is, theoretically the students
themselves will graduate with institutionally legitimated linguistic assets, including “standard”
Spanish (a language-elsewhere), bilingualism, and biliteracy, but also something called
‘biculturalism’. Although, it remained unclear what “biculturalism” was in all the documents. It
is noteworthy that the title of the newspaper article, “Guajardo: Institutional courage is there to
make UTRGV a fully bilingual institution,” mentions that it required “courage” to make such a
decision. This hints at two things: 1) it hints at the subversive potential of a major bilingual
Hispanic-serving institution in the United States; and 2) it hints that there are ideological forces
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(institutional actors, anti-Mexican sentiment, and monoglot standard ideologies, etc.) that are
threatening to the future of UTRGV and its graduates.

Spreading the news: The global reach of YouTube
The last piece of media presented here is a more recent YouTube video, published in
2017 and titled, “Bilingual Education: First bilingual university opens doors in U.S.” The news
story was investigated by the major international online news media company, TRT World. As
of 2022, they have 1.6 million subscribers, and they promise to give “new perspectives on world
events to a global audience.” How and why UTRGV was selected as a formidable news story is
unclear. One can only speculate that UTRGV’s widely circulated marketing material, with its
questionable proclamation to be the “first” bilingual university in the United States, may have
garnered some interest (see G. Garcia 2019, for another example of a bilingual HSI). This is
noteworthy in the way that it constructs both the institution as newly more competitive in the
global field of higher education and the future graduates as newly more competitive in the global
marketplace, presumably against monolingual persons with similar credentials and degrees.
The ‘competitive edge’ theme is echoed in three interviews with one faculty member, one
student, and one regional political leader. This news story was uploaded about two years after the
opening of UTRGV and features footage from a bilingual classroom being taught by Professor
Dagoberto Ramirez. From his UTRGV university office, Ramirez states, “If my students are
going to get a nursing degree, and they can speak English and Spanish, they’ll be hired anywhere
along the border, anywhere in large cities.” Bilingualism is presented as an economic asset and
competitive edge that indexes an imagined potential for geographic mobility that can be valued
in itself, which is acquired through language skills, which is acquired through individual self-
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development (Gao & Park 2015). In the next scene showing Professor Ramirez leading a
classroom discussion on bilingualism, he proudly exclaims, “A person with two languages is
worth two people.” Here, Ramirez equates a bilingual worker with the value (and pay?) of two
workers—a competitive edge that indexes upward mobility. This is a form of personhood whose
value is based on an accumulated assemblage of competitive skills.
In this same TRT YouTube report was an interview with one of Ramirez’s students, Sofía
Gonzolas says, “You can get more opportunity career-wise. And you can get more comfortable
communicating with people”. Sofía Gonzolas similarly correlates bilingualism with
“opportunity”—that is, access to a selection of otherwise unattainable careers now available with
an additional language skill, which is imagined to be legitimated through the university. If
language can be imagined as a quantifiable increase to one’s human capital, it can then also be
filtered through a speculative cost-benefit analysis and further projected onto a quantifiable
increase in career opportunities—meaning: more languages, more jobs. The statements by
Professor Ramirez and student Gonzolas directly align with a number of propositions that
perpetuate the idea that language has an inherent economic value that can be transformed into an
“unmarked,” commodified economic object that “adds value,” not to everyone, but to university
students engaged in making themselves linguistically competitive (Martín Rojo 2019).
In the same news story was an interview with, at the time, the highest-ranking chairman
of the local Republican Party, Sergio Sanchez. While Sanchez asserts that English is the
“unofficial” language of the United States, a bilingual competence is good for the local and
international economy. When asked to relay his position on UTRGV’s bilingual initiative, he
states:
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For me, it’s a marketable skill and I would desire that of all the kids going to the
university, and, because it is an international market and international trade, because of
NAFTA, it’s beneficial.
Sanchez constructs English-Spanish bilingualism as a “marketable skill” that he would want for
all the “kids going to the university.” The reasons are relatively straight-forward: the university
needs to produce a professional, elite bilingual workforce to take on the challenges of the
“international market” and “international trade,” such as the now replaced policies of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
To be clear, a linguistic practice that indexes ‘kids’ learning language at home does not
index the “desirable” type of professional neoliberal personhood or institutional legitimacy that
would elevate and legitimize such a linguistic practice into a marketable skill. The news story
includes a short video clip of then-President Trump shaking hands while walking down a busy
sidewalk, which is used to contextualize the interview by indirectly indexing the racializing
comments Trump had recently made while announcing his presidential run in 2015, the now
infamous comments on Mexicans “bringing drugs,” “bringing crime,” and being “rapists.” The
footage of Trump offered a stark reminder that Mexicans and imagined illegal immigrants
remain threats to American society—or, that the United States still has a “Mexican Problem.”
However, when the Spanish language is discursively flooded with indexicals of competition and
the global marketplace, Spanish language learning achieves a state of “unmarkedness” within a
perceived normative way of being in a competitive world.
In this section, we see three individual actors in vastly differentiated subject positions
(faculty, student, and a political figure) all reproducing discursive formulations of “language”
within the competition-driven logic of the language-as-economic-resource discourse.
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Specifically, the idea is that the most valuable kind of bilingualism entails a Spanish from
elsewhere acquired by competitive subjects, which forges cross-scalar indexes of
competitiveness: from the global, to the international, to the institutional, and to the individual.
In the next section, I contribute to discussions of how marketplace rationalities only go so far in
organizing a particular context. I analyze interviews with faculty members about the classroom,
and then about UTRGV itself. We will see how the construction of language-as-economicresource reaches only so far into the everyday workings of a massive institution like UTRGV.

From marketing to practice: The classroom, the campus, and the pandemic
Regarding the marketing of UTRGV, the utilization of the language-as-resource approach
has cumulatively resulted in a coherent public-facing institutional narrative centered on the
language as resource approach, most strongly emphasizing language as an economic resource
and potential competitive engine for the students, the university, and the region. However, as the
bilingual initiative continues to be implemented, the results thus far are anything but coherent.
There were numerous practical obstacles that emerged in conversations with faculty about their
classroom.

Bilingual Conversations in the Classroom
I first return to the conversation with the tattooed faculty member named Marci, whom
we met in chapter four. I had described Marci as a bilingual jokester who spoke with a bluntness
I associate with the bravado of being a younger Mexican American man in the Rio Grande
Valley. As already noted, Marci expressed a profound empathy for local students, particularly
those with whom he shares the experience of growing up in the Valley’s colonias, or “ghettos.”
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One of the most glaring difficulties with becoming a bilingual institution was that many faculty
members did not know Spanish, or, had not acquired the discipline specific academic linguistic
register to teach effectively. This set up a palpable tension between faculty that were less
supportive of the move to becoming an English-Spanish bilingual institution. In Marci’s usual
blunt manner, he said:
I'm not going to name names, but at UTRGV, there's been several [people], man, where
I've known where people kind of sort of complain, “They [local students] speak way too
much Spanish.” In other words, you know, and I was like… [glanced away from webcam
in contemplation, shrugged shoulders]. I don't know, man, look, the way I remember was
I told one of them, “Hey man, if I was going to go teach in New Orleans, guess what? I
would fucking brush up on my French. [pursed lips, shrugged shoulders] Because I'm
gonna assume they're going to have a lot of people mixing French and English and stuff
like that. […] You should know better. You're with predominantly Spanish-speaking
people. I mean, try to learn [Spanish], man! Figure it out. (Interview, October 29, 2020)
In this excerpt from our conversation, the “people” Marci was referring to were faculty members
who were not from the Rio Grande Valley, who were presumably monolingual English-users, or
those having difficulty accepting the UTRGV’s bilingual initiative. Marci was particularly
bothered by such faculty members, and often appeared exasperated by ignorance of what he
perceived was the undisputed linguistic reality of the region and its institutions: English-Spanish
bilingualism was the norm. His pauses were notable, and he visibly reflected on what he was
about to say; and opted at times for a facial expression we might associate with a stereotypical
teenager embodying the expression, “This is so obvious. Are you stupid or something?”

163

Marci rarely ever softened his observations. Eventually, the frustration was on full
display. He said, “if I was going to teach in New Orleans, guess what? I would fucking brush up
on my French.” His lack of empathy for what he perceived as highly privileged faculty members
came out: “I mean, try to learn [Spanish], man! Figure it out.” In the moment, I wrote in my
notes about the anger I felt, not against Marci, but in a knee-jerk alignment with his less-thanfriendly stance toward non-Spanish speaking faculty members who said, according to Marci, that
the local students “speak way too much Spanish.” As a linguistic anthropologist, I know learning
a second language is not as easy as to just “figure it out.” Telling anyone to “just” learn a whole
language is simply not realistic. But, at the same time, I know that historically, this was the
attitude taken against generations of Spanish-speaking children in the Texas borderlands—except
that these were children and not experienced researchers (and learners) with PhDs. Furthermore,
the former local high school teacher in me was also tempted to think, “If you want to teach in the
Valley, you should know about who you are going to teach. Maybe those faculty really should
figure it out and take Spanish classes.” I walked away from this interview angry, and more
specifically, resentful at every time I had heard a conservative news media personality say
immigrants “should just speak English.” However, my notable lack of empathy was tempered a
few weeks later when speaking to another faculty member from the psychology department who
recounted his moment of embarrassment while attempting to speak Spanish in class.
Professor “Jack Burton” was the only in-person interview I conducted for this research.
We met between one of the Covid-19 infection waves, when it was the first time in over a year I
felt safe enough to travel to the Rio Grande Valley to visit my parents. We sat outside a local
coffeeshop, a quick two-minute drive from the Edinburg UTRGV campus. He was a younger
guy, white-identifying, a bit quiet and witty, and his students all call him by his last name, as in
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“Hey, Burton!” He had been both living and working at UTRGV (and the previous legacy
institution) for over 10 years. His opinion of the bilingual initiative was overall supportive.
However, he was aware of the practical difficulties, saying, “[T]he reality is there's probably a
huge proportion of the faculty who don't speak Spanish.” When I asked if there were any courses
in his department where Spanish was used as the medium of instruction or bilingually with
English, he said, “No. To my knowledge, no. […] I'm not aware of a single course in my
department taught in Spanish.” Indeed, I looked up the university course catalog and I did not
find any.
Within the last few years, with the explosion of language-learning cell-phone apps,
Burton had begun to make a serious attempt at learning Spanish. Those familiar with these
popular apps know that often they are structured around particular contexts—for example, items
you find in the kitchen, or phrases at the dinner table. He might have been described as a “good
sport,” ready to make public mistakes and also accepted that he would be teased by his students
when, as he described, he “butchered” a phrase or pronunciation of a word. That was until he
accidently said something vulgar in class. That particular week he recalled learning some basic
verbs and nouns having to deal with food, things like “bread” and “apple.”
One day I just happened to tell my class. I was like, I'm learning Spanish on Duolingo
[name of language learning app]. And they were probably like, “Sir, say something! say
something!” And, I said, like, “I'm going to eat the bread.” Everyone's laughing. And, I
was like, damn, I didn't know. I didn't know it was that bad. Like, I didn't think my accent
was that bad. Right? And then, after class they were like, “Sir, that means something
vulgar.” I knew at that moment, it must've been something really, really awful.
(Interview, May 25, 2021)
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While Burton did not repeat the sentence in Spanish he recited in class, the word “bread” in
Spanish is the word “pan.” Relatedly, the pornographic word for vagina in Spanish is “panocha,”
which, of all explicit words, ranks among the most sexually graphic. Unfortunately, “panocha” is
often shorten to “pan.” When Burton said, “I’m going to eat the bread” in front of class, he
inadvertently proclaimed he was going to perform oral sex on a woman. But, it gets worse.
Saying “the bread” would have likely sounded as though he was misogynistically equating
women with a bodily nether-region, which would likely index a form of domination as well as
hierarchies of gender and sexuality (Mason Carrie 2011). While recounting the story Burton
appeared flustered, and closed with, “I was trying to speak Spanish and I just completely
butchered it at the wrong place at the wrong time. […] After that, I was really reluctant to try
Spanish again.” Indeed, this story constitutes one of those unimaginable kinds of embarrassments
teachers cannot ever plan for, and when they happen, can be traumatic.
Obviously, this was a bad experience with English-Spanish bilingualism in the classroom
and resulted in the reluctance to speak Spanish ever again. However, Burton described the many
stances taken regarding the bilingual classroom. Sometimes it could have been described as
hopeful, yet uncommitted; or, sometimes, just ambivalent. Burton described his department as
the following:
My sense is that there are people within my own department who are really strongly
about making it as bilingual as possible. And then there are probably people who are like,
“What do we need to do that for?” Like, “We should just focus on teaching what we're
supposed to be teaching well, rather than expanding to teach you in a whole new
language.” And there's probably people like me, I'm more like, yes, we should do it. But
like, I don't think I'm going to be able to help. (Mike and Burton laugh)
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Burton gives voice to practical concerns: 1) some faculty were not interested; 2) some faculty
had already established, and were confident in, their English-language pedagogy and were
reluctant to change it; 3) the idea of (re)learning the language of their discipline was seen as a
daunting task. Burton identified himself as supportive, but in a passive role. It should be noted
that while conducting interviews in 2020 and 2021, I could not find any professionalization
seminars designed specifically for faculty members who needed help translating their
disciplinary knowledge into Spanish. This will likely be a serious institutional obstacle going
into the future. However, there were also those faculty who did have the Spanish language
background to teach bilingually or in Spanish.
After the undergraduate morning class I regularly attended, I had a short conversation
with a student named “Paul,” who was double majoring in English and philosophy. He suggested
I speak with philosophy faculty member, Professor “Ned Nederlander,” who Paul described as
“very cool.” I immediately reached out for an interview. Professor Nederlander appeared on
screen with neatly cut dark brown hair and grey peeking through his neatly trimmed beard.
Nederlander grew up in the northeastern United States and held degrees in Spanish and
philosophy. He had been working at UTRGV since Fall 2017 and had taught mostly on the
Brownsville campus, but occasionally taught on the Edinburg campus. He described his personal
classroom language policies as the following:
[O]ver the last couple of years, I've made the decision to let my students submit their
writing assignments, their papers in Spanish or English or, you know, a combination of
both. (Interview, July 2, 2021)
His orientation and flexibility in regard to linguistic practice was striking. My experience of
taking various introductory philosophy courses at UTRGV (and also in coursework that referred
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to philosophers in general) had the effect of conflating “philosophy” into a discipline exclusively
focused on liberal Enlightenment thinkers, and maybe, in more advanced coursework, there was
the occasional appearance of a French post-structuralist. In other words, by the end of my
undergraduate program at this university, my perception was that philosophy was written only by
white men. Had I gotten the chance to enroll in Nederlander’s courses, perhaps I would not have
developed such a narrow view of the entire discipline of philosophy.
Not only did Nederlander accept assignments in English and/or Spanish, but he also
assigned the work of Gloria Anzaldúa. As he recalled:
UTRGV, as you know, is one of the more prominent, officially Hispanic-serving
institutions, higher ed- institutions in the country, is a ‘B3 Institute.’ So it's bilingual,
biliterate and bi-cultural. […] And, so shortly after I got here, I started incorporating
Gloria Anzaldua's great work in Borderlands/La Frontera in my intro course, intro to
philosophy.
Nederlander and his partner had some familiarity with the Rio Grande Valley before relocating
to the region, mainly from conversations with a colleague he shared offices with at another
southeastern university. They had been living in the Valley for about five years and, to my
perception, he was a white American. At this point in the research, none of the dozens of
students had heard of the B3 Institute, although most assumed there was probably an office
somewhere that did something regarding bilingualism. To my surprise, he articulated what the
three B’s were of the “B3 Institute.” As mentioned in chapter four, the geographic borderlands
theorized by Anzaldúa was the Rio Grande Valley. Nederlander was aware of this history and
predicted her work would connect with his students, not only as philosophy, but as a theorist who
articulated the meaning of language and identity in the Rio Grande Valley.
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I think with Anzaldua's work, they [students] tend to really find it fascinating. […] a lot
of it resonates with many of them, because one of the things that Anzaldua talks about is
the relationship between language and identity. She was brilliant, and just such a gifted
writer. […] but, it's even more powerful, I think because she was born and raised in the
valley, and became this prolific prominent, intellectual and academic.
[…]
One thing that I learned very quickly when having my students talk about their linguistic
identities and their linguistic histories is that you can't take for granted someone's
linguistic experiences. Just, you know, it's not as if all Hispanic people and all Latinx
people are a monolith. […] I have some students who don't really have, or feel very
confident in their Spanish language writing or Spanish language speaking. They might be
exclusively English [users] or something like that, and you know, all over the, sort of,
spectrum.
Here, Nederlander first described the overall reception of Anzaldúa in his classes, which he
described as powerful, likely because she was born and raised in the Valley. He then told a story
of personal growth, wherein he learned that he could not take the linguistic histories of
individuals for granted, and that Latinxs do not comprise a “monolithic” linguistic group. He
continued with an observation that I think is fair: the linguistic capabilities of Valley-ites are “all
over the, sort of, spectrum.” Nederlander hesitated to solidify a bilingual “spectrum”—which is
tempting to think of as a continuum from less fluently bilingual to more fluently bilingual.
Calling it a “sort of, spectrum” speaks to the various ways a person might consider themselves or
others as being bilingual. For example, I would consider myself “bilingual” in certain contexts: I
can read in Spanish so long as it is not in an academic register or too poetic; I cannot write in

169

Spanish; I understand most of what is spoken aloud; I can speak Spanish during an emergency,
but I cannot speak Spanish in casual situations. These kinds of context specific language
abilities—which, to me, feel all over some kind of spectrum—marks another central practical
barrier to the bilingual initiative: it is not possible to predict who will be comfortable using
Spanish in the classroom. This is a practical concern that includes both faculty and students.
As Nederlander would later elaborate on, part of what makes Anzaldúa’s work powerful
is the way she presents language and identity as co-constitutive social phenomena, which means
that attacking someone’s linguistic practice is simultaneously an attack on someone’s identity.
My students have their own stories about how some, you know, teacher said something
basically racist to them or, really, really concerning, really disturbing and hurtful, you
know, to “just speak English,” or “to go back to Mexico.”
As reviewed in previous chapters, Rio Grande Valley residents are not immune from racial
ideologies meant to subordinate Mexicans, Mexican Americans and Spanish language linguistic
practices. Neither are the Valley’s public-school teachers or university professors for that matter.
These widely disseminated derogatory statements remain in use in contemporary American
politics (Hill 2008). That a Rio Grande Valley teacher could tell a student to “just speak English”
or “go back to Mexico” reveal how deeply these ideologies have been inherited through public
institutions such as the American education system. Mexicans and Mexican Americans continue
to be imagined as threats to American society. This is why I believe the university’s decision to
reproduce the language-as-economic-resource discourse in its marketing campaigns has thus far
been successful at politically insulating UTRGV from rightwing politics or accusations of unAmericanness.

170

Professor Burton had made some predictions that, thankfully, have yet to come true. He
imagined the reopening of the university was going to be attacked by rightwing popular news
programs:
I remember thinking, ‘…Are we going to be on Fox News because we’re teaching [only]
in Spanish,’ or something like that? You know? […] They’re going to spin it. [Fox News
will claim] we’re teaching all in Spanish, and ‘they’re paying for it.’
Burton had predicted that the emergence of the bilingual UTRGV would invoke accusations of
anti-Americanness via the teaching of the Spanish language, which would undoubtedly evoke
images of threatening Mexican immigrants. When he suggested rightwing news corporation Fox
News would say “they’re paying for it,” the deictic they was the invocation of an imagined
“citizen hardworking taxpayer” that is economically burdened with the cost of supporting
immigrants (or “illegals”) via government funded social programs. This particular kind of news
story has not yet happened, but ongoing anti-immigrant sentiment in the United States keeps it a
possibility. For now, the public utilization of the language-as-economic-resource orientation has
worked in at least one way.
This is not to say that the language-as-economic-resource strategy is “good” or “bad”—
but, to acknowledge that a university-wide bilingual initiative may not have been possible
without it. With that said, following Ruiz (2017 [1984]), we might remember that language
policy requires a variety of approaches, and some are better than others in certain situations,
especially when powerful institutions are involved. Indeed, when conversations were about the
classroom, the language-as-economic-resource was much less spoken of. Next, I analyze
interviews with three faculty members who focused less on the practical obstacles found in the
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classroom and more on the institutional scale and where the economic value of bilingualism may
lay.

Conversations about the Campus (and the Contagious Elephant in the Room)
In the previous section, I analyzed conversations with three faculty members that spoke
to several practical concerns that emerged regarding the unpredictability of who among the
faculty and students actually desire or feel comfortable with the bilingual classroom. Not only
was this an individual issue, but a departmental one. The next two interviews are with faculty
members who either currently or previously held important roles in the UTRGV Translation and
Interpreting Office and in the university’s Translation and Interpreting Program. “Professor
Vásquez” and “Professor Martinez” have published peer-reviewed articles on UTRGV and the
bilingual initiative. I found these professors while searching for research about UTRGV that was
specifically written by researchers affiliated with UTRGV. While both of these university actors
obviously have an academic interest in the process of translation, what emerged in the interviews
was one way English-Spanish bilingualism could be conceptualized as a specific kind of
marketable skillset: the practice of translation.
This is different from saying one knows two languages, or can, for example, help to
conduct business in a second language. Instead, the economic value lies in the semiotic process
of mediating between domains of knowledge, which, in this case, includes a socially dominant
language and a socially stigmatized one. We must then also consider who are the socially
dominant actors and who are the stigmatized ones. In other words, in the interviews, the
economic value lay less in knowing Spanish in and for itself, or in simply being a bilingual
person from a bilingual community, but in the specific skillset of mediating between different
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social worlds, and in doing so, helping to reproduce what keeps them separate and defined.
When such clear boundaries are reproduced between social worlds, the potential for interested
actors to generate subsequent hierarchies becomes all the more likely. After all, as Gal (2015)
reminds us, the process of translation is a “power-drenched practice” (228). To be clear,
Professor Vásquez and Professor Martinez rejected such hierarchies. In fact, their scholarly work
and research specifically seeks to find ways to resist the harm translation can inflict when the
communicating groups and individuals are working within unequal power relations (to preserve
anonymity, their work is not cited in this chapter).
Professor Martinez was already familiar with my work (Mena & García 2020). This
served as a launching point in the conversation in that we both acknowledged the historical
context the university was working with, which he agreed necessitated a particular approach to
promote the idea in public. Martinez said, “You have to be very smart about how you put it
together [in the current] political landscape. […] The ‘one nation, one language’ ideology is very
strong” (Interview, June 17, 2021). Martinez immediately identified how Spanish and EnglishSpanish bilingualism was not viewed favorably in the United States, and a critical awareness of
such a “political landscape” was crucial to get work done. In fact, Martinez had himself
previously strategically employed the language-as-economic-resource orientation while writing
to the Texas legislature in support of English-Spanish bilingual education. He characterized his
writing as, “[…] an economic argument because I knew I couldn’t go with the sort of identitarian
argument, it had to be about economics.” While we did not discuss the contents of his writings
meant for members of the Texas legislature, it was clear to him that any sort of reference to
identity, history or culture would likely be a far less effective strategy than presenting Spanish
and English-Spanish bilingualism as a marketable skill and economic resource. In this sense, he
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needed to translate the needs of the region in ways legible to the Texas legislature in hopes of
receiving some sort of state recognition (Povinelli 2002).
I asked Martinez if he knew of any specific scenarios where bilingual capabilities could
result in increased pay or upward mobility. He responded with an enthusiastic, “Yes, there’s
definitely, totally clear evidence that this is something that you can make a living from.” Indeed,
there are specific arenas where translators are crucial to operations—for example, in hospitals
and law offices. Both of these professions require a linguistic expertise where, at times, people’s
lives and livelihood are at stake. However, I worded the question too vaguely. I was actually
asking if he saw English-Spanish bilingualism as a path that would lead to a community-wide
upward mobility. As I mentioned above, scholarship has shown workers with college degrees
dealing with languages often can result in high-paying jobs, but in terms of community-wide
benefits, there do not seem to be any.
However, Professor Martinez indirectly addressed my concerns when he moved away
from talking about individuals finding jobs in what he called “niche markets,” and began to talk
about the social perception of bilingualism and translation as a specialized skill that could
potentially make a worker competitive in the marketplace, or at minimum, in a job search.
So, particularly for monolingual speakers, [and] sometimes for untrained bilinguals,
there's nothing [difficult] to translation, and Google translate sort of solidifies the black
box myth, which is you just stick something in there, then out it comes with no effort.
So, there's this idea for a lot of people. People who work with translators or work in the
language industry know that this isn't the case, but most people don't. So, there's this idea
that it's in essence an unskilled easy job and that you should probably try to get it for free.
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Martinez identified how translation work was often perceived as an unskilled job one should not
pay for. This ideological perception surfaced in much of the scholarship cited above, particularly
in geographic areas where there is a large bilingual population where English-Spanish
bilingualism is simply not perceived as a skillset if it is part of one’s heritage (Alarcón &
Heyman 2013; Alarcón et al. 2014). This stance has likely been intensified as the ability to
“Google translate” rearticulates the “black box myth,” where an “input” appears to be quickly
and effortlessly processed into an “output,” erasing the technological expertise required. The
semiotic processes that make up the practice of translation appear simple and straight-forward.
As Gal (2015) noted, “Euro-American common sense expects a translation to faithfully replicate
a presumed original” (226). Such a common sense reproduces the belief that language purity is
possible and is generative of the boundaries between languages.
These ideological beliefs helped to produce what Martinez described as “two sort of
minds within UTRGV, depending on the professor, sometimes on the department. […] You'll get
some people who will be very enthusiastic about it [bilingualism], and other people will
completely ignore it.” And, again, there was all the faculty that are in-between these stances who
were dealing with their own challenges.
Then you get some pushback from people in other fields that are unrelated to language, or
they're like, ‘I think that’s a great idea, but I don't have time in my curriculum to deal
with this. I have to teach kids physics, and my curriculum is just very tight.’ From [some]
faculty, particularly faculty who are in the social sciences, [and] also faculty who don't
speak Spanish—not all of them, because I know some of them have taken courses to help
them learn Spanish and whatnot—[they’re] like, ‘Uh, this is a good idea, but it's really
not my issue.’
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Again, we see the practical barriers to the realization of a fully bilingual university. Martinez
would go on to say that he had never met anyone openly hostile to the idea, but that we should
acknowledge that UTRGV had, up until the reopening, been an English-speaking institution with
the same (primarily English-dominant) faculty who were rehired from the legacy institutions. In
this sense, the university was not beginning anew, but reopened amid the historical flow and
conditions of an ideological inertia that was categorically monolingual and English-dominant. Or
as Martinez described, “there's this set of forces that push in two directions, and historically one
is a lot stronger than the other.” The type of institutional will to transition to a bilingual
university, according to Martinez, required a more organized approach.
Martinez suggested this might include the development of clear language policies,
language requirements in the hiring process, the mandatory use of the translation office for
certain kinds of publicly accessible material, linguistic guidance and requirements for
departments, or even bilingual signage where buildings are labeled in English and Spanish.
Indeed, from what I can see, it appeared to me that every faculty member and department was, in
a sense, doing what they wanted to do, or what they could do based on the linguistic abilities of
their faculty members. Or as Martinez described it: “Right now it's sort of ad hoc patchwork,
whatever every department or individual faculty member wants to do with it.” And, “There are
programs that are like, ‘whatever.’ And, they have no Spanish content. So again, it goes back to
the patchwork because there's no unified policy for all of the university.” While the movement
toward the realization of a bilingual, biliterate, bicultural (B3) university continues, the
enthusiasm for it appears to be matched by an attitude of ambivalence, coupled with the practical
concerns of the classroom as well as the lack of an institutionally “unified policy,” which has
resulted in an “ad hoc patchwork” of individual and departmental approaches.
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The difficulties of individual faculty and students were exacerbated by the struggle to
create a coherent set of policies for departments to follow. As Martinez remarked:
How should I say this? I have to be very careful how I word this. Let me say it this way,
the B3 idea is aspirational at this point. This is an English-speaking university, point
blank, that has a lot of Spanish speakers, and has some programs that are okay with
Spanish, but it's not really a bilingual university. (my emphasis)
This is one of the strongest statements Martinez made, or what he characterized as a “point
blank” statement—in other words, an observation meant to be taken as fact. To his perception,
“the B3 is aspirational at this point.” He also put into question what it means to “really” be a
bilingual university. He took great care to immediately qualify this statement by recognizing the
achievements of the bilingual initiative. He continued:
But, I have to qualify this because there are some departments that have taken this
seriously. I know that the department of philosophy hired a Spanish professor from
Spain, a professor with the express purpose of having this professor teach philosophy in
Spanish. […] there's a number of courses you can take fully through the medium of
Spanish.
Here, he is not referring to the philosophy professor from above (“Professor Nederlander”), but
yet another professor from Spain (who did not respond to my request for an interview). And,
there have also been significant movement in the university’s Department of Bilingual and
Literacy Studies, Mexican Americans Studies program, the College of Business &
Entrepreneurship, and various aspects of medical related programs. However, it remained
unclear how many Spanish/bilingual courses were added to the UTRGV curriculum and how
many were kept from the legacy institutions that already offered Spanish-language instruction.
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Aside from coursework, Martinez also highlighted that a significant step in the right
direction was the addition of a “budgeted institutional translation office.” However, the use of
the translation office was optional, which has resulted in faculty often asking students to translate
documents. As Martinez reported, “You can just ask your students to do the translation, that
happens a lot, and then you get some interesting things in terms of stuff coming out in Spanish
that’s not really professional.” Again, even as there were paid staff in the university’s translation
office, it was often more practical to get a student to translate for free. Overall, Martinez was
critical of what he thought are very practical kinds of steps that could be taken. For example, he
noted that there is no policy for bilingual syllabi, or for department websites to be bilingual, or
for official university emails to be bilingual. However, as he acknowledged, “I don't want to be
overly critical, um, because I don't know that many other universities are even contemplating this
stuff.”
There was one more major concern at the center of the bilingual initiative: it remained
unclear what constitutes a bilingual university or to foster a bilingual student experience.
Martinez explained:
What does that mean for us to be a bilingual university? A lot that's going on right now
happens through sort of inertia and individuals, or, these initiatives by different groups
[and departments]. But, what does it mean for the whole university to be a B3? […] How
is this different than going to any other UT [University of Texas] institution? That
question hasn't been resolved, and I think that's why we keep coming back to the
bureaucratic solution, which is, by default, [to] throw a committee together.
Indeed, there have been literally dozens of committees (at least 20 by my count) and subsequent
reports with suggestions for paths forward and, as Martinez emphasized elsewhere, “universities
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are notoriously slow institutions.” In terms of what counts as biliteracy—whether it included
reading, writing, or reading and writing abilities—remained an unanswered question. Even less
clear was the question of how many courses (offered and/or taken) meet the threshold of what
could be called a “bilingual university experience.”
The other interview was with “Professor Vasquez,” who specialized in translation and
interpreting, has published papers regarding translation in higher education, and, at the time, was
serving in a high administrative position. I found Vasquez in my search for researchers from
UTRGV doing research on UTRGV and emailed them for an interview. From what I understood,
Vasquez had been involved in at least a couple of these committees and participated in creating
documents recommending paths forward UTRGV could take regarding the implementation of
bilingualism university wide. He perhaps described the situation best: “Well, linguistic
engineering is a long-term job, right? It doesn’t happen from one day to the next” (Interview,
June 21, 2021). When viewed from this perspective I began asking myself if I was expecting too
much, too fast. When using the “engineering” metaphor, I began thinking of what this entailed.
Immediately, I recalled Ruiz’s (1984) proposition stating that language planning is social
planning. Perhaps we could also say linguistic engineering is social engineering as well.
Engineering technologies (or social strategies) take time to develop—they might address one
challenge and in doing so create new possibilities, which inevitably create new challenges. Such
technologies can often be dependent on societal needs, or at times the need is so great new
possibilities emerge out of necessity. For example, the rapidly developed Covid-19 vaccines.
Here, I must address the contagious elephant in the room: What effects has Covid-19 had
on implementing bilingualism on campus, when the campus is not itself being used? Covid-19
also produced a new set of possibilities for UTRGV’s bilingual initiative. As already mentioned,
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the data collection phase of this research coincided with the nation-wide closing of schools and
university campuses in favor of online instruction. From my conversation with Professor
Martinez, I got the sense that the bilingual initiative was deprioritized. He said:
Well, of course, we were all in survival mode, [and] the big challenge a year ago [at the
beginning of the pandemic in March 2020] was switching to full online delivery. And,
that’s what everybody focused on. That's where anything that was not focused [on]
surviving the semester a year ago got pushed aside. […] I don't think the goal and the
aspiration and the work disappeared. But the priority [was surviving] Covid. [It] sort of
restructured not only our personal lives, but also our professional lives.
Covid-19 undoubtedly had disastrous multifaceted effects on both individuals and educational
institutions. According to Martinez, the bilingual initiative has continued despite the infectious
disease. However, Martinez’s characterization of the Covid-19’s institutional effects were
markedly different from Professor Vasquez, who described how crucial the translation office
became during the outbreaks.
I think that COVID actually accelerated some of the things in a good way when it came
to the need of producing texts in Spanish that were really functional, in the sense that it
would provide our community with information about what the university was doing.
[…] UT Health within UTRGV was the main factor on vaccination policies and practices
in the Valley. […] So, there was very active translation activity. Everything had to come
out very quickly in Spanish, and of course, you can translate things in many different
ways when you're translating advertising, […] but when you're trying to translate things
that really has a serious effect on the community's health, right? People's life? Physical
life, right? You want it to be very professional, uh, for all the kinds of consequences it
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has of course, institutionally, but most importantly, is the life, the real lives, the real
people.
UT Health Rio Grande Valley was (and is) a major publicly accessible medical clinic that is part
of the UTRGV School of Medicine. As of 2022, there remains a Spanish-language webpage with
frequently updated fact sheets under the section titled “COVID-19 Resource Center.” This
appears to be the only section of the website presented completely in both English and Spanish.
We might note how the language-as-resource discourse emerges in this scenario on a regional
and community scale, where Spanish and Spanish-language translation training was valuable for
its life saving potential, and Spanish-language information was framed as a community resource,
as opposed to an economic one. This was similar to the way Spanish was instrumentalized as an
information resource to stop the 1920s spread of tuberculosis in Texas (Martinez 2013).
At the classroom scale, new options also emerged. As discussed in chapter two, UTRGV
was comprised of many campuses, the largest ones being located about an hour driving-distance
apart. It was not uncommon for faculty to teach at one or both campuses. Additionally, it was not
uncommon to take courses at both campuses. While both campuses were under the umbrella of
UTRGV and technically offering the same courses, for many students it is not practical to choose
a degree plan that would require frequent hour-long drives. For example, the large UTRGV
eastern campus located in the city of Edinburg houses the offices and faculty of the Mexican
American Studies (MAS) program, which would be easily accessible to the students that lived
closer to this campus. However, if a student lived near the large western campus located in
Brownsville, the distance of the Edinburg campus would likely disincentivize a student from
pursuing a certificate or degree in MAS. This was the case most of the time, but when classes
were held exclusively in person. “Professor Perez,” whom we met in chapter four, was one of the
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faculty members that offered Mexican American Studies coursework and she described the
situation as: “[…] because of COVID, students in Brownsville may have access to more classes
in [MAS], because we all have to teach them online, which is great for them” (Interview,
September 6, 2020). Without the necessity of switching to online coursework, such new
possibilities would very likely not have happened in the foreseeable future.
I end this section with some concluding thoughts from Professor Vasquez. I asked
Vasquez what needed to happen moving forward into the future and what the institutional
stakeholders need to know and prioritize. He said:
[It’s important that] stakeholders really get to understand the importance of bilingualism
and how different it is from what most people think. How empowering it is to the
individual. [This is] not just in the professional market or the ability to get a more
qualified job, or to compete better for a job. That's too obvious. [That’s] just too simple.
It's how important it is cognitively. […It’s important they understand] how powerful
[bilingualism] develops the cognitive level, the ability to understand things from different
angles, that the language that you're using to work with a physical problem, or with an
abstract problem, [language] changes the way you find solutions to this.
[…]
In regard to the language of the people in a region, it’s almost a human right. I think that
it should be a human right to be educated in the language you speak at home too.
Vasquez’s answer imagined language as a multidimensional “resource.” Reducing language to
an economic resource was “just too simple,” because language-learning and language-knowing
entails so many potential benefits and possibilities. Not only is it important as a cognitive
resource, but as an epistemological one—that is, the conceptual framework one uses and the
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corresponding linguistic resources employed potentially entail different effects and outcomes
(Gal 2015). This was emphasized with his proposition that language should also be
conceptualized as a “human right.” Within these final statements I see at least three language
orientations that Vásquez was advocating for: 1) language-as-cognitive advantage; 2) languageas-resource (but, not primarily an economic one); and, 3) language-as-right orientation.
Furthermore, he asserted the local public schools (including UTRGV’s legacy institutions) have
historically harmed the community, particularly with regard to the bilingual capabilities of
residents and their children. Vásquez followed these statements with, “In schools, that’s where
the damage is done, and […] the communities are paying the consequences of that.”

Closing Thoughts: Is the language-as-(economic)-resource orientation enough?
UTRGV’s bilingual initiative continues as an unfinished project. Many things need to be
done. Many things need to be addressed and the future remains unclear. As I have noted in
previous chapters, the linguistic damage done in Rio Grande Valley schools was an effect of
anti-immigrant sentiment, raciolinguistic ideologies, subtractive schooling, and the overall social
structuring by white supremacist ideology, what I, and local RGV theorists call the gringo world
(Paredes 1990; Anzaldua 2012[1987]). This raises more questions and challenges. For example,
what else needs to be done in higher education in the context of American racial and linguistic
hierarchies? Perhaps the first step is acknowledging that, as Professor Vásquez stated, “Language
is struggle. [M]ost of the time it’s a reflection of a power struggle.” From here I would ask, do
enough university actors agree with this proposition? Have enough university actors even
contemplated this idea?
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It is clear that there was no unified institutional orientation to language planning or policy
writing. Nor was there a unified institution-wide conceptualization of what a bilingual
experience should be. Nor were there two departments, or two faculty members, or even two
students, that oriented themselves to language(s) and language abilities in the exact same way
either. I would assert that the language-as-resource orientation—specifically, the language-aseconomic-resource orientation—has proven itself incapable of rallying enough university actors
and community organizers to begin moving toward agreed upon goals. Perhaps as Ruiz (1984)
asserted, different orientations are better suited to achieve particular goals in particular contexts
and political conditions. Perhaps a giant institution like UTRGV requires the use of multiple
orientations for political and practical purposes. However, I do not believe enough university
actors have taken the first step in acknowledging that, as Professor Vasquez eloquently phrased
it, “Language is struggle.” Could this be an orientation that might rally more university actors
together? I address this in the concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER SIX:
WHERE ARE WE NOW AND WHERE SHOULD WE GO?

Closing thoughts
The previous chapter ended with the suggestion from “Professor Vasquez” that
“Language is struggle.” Similarly, the notion of “struggle” is used by Flores (2017), who has
advocated moving beyond the language-as-resource orientation in educational settings in
preference for a “language-as-struggle” orientation. Flores (2017: 77-79) suggests such an
orientation follow four principles: 1) embed notions of language proficiencies in the context of
racial inequalities; 2) situate calls for bilingual education within calls for larger social
transformation; 3) connect with community organizations who are addressing racial inequalities;
and, 4) bring language struggle into the classroom. Within these four principles it is clear that
bilingualism, indeed the uses of the concept of “language” itself, is co-constitutive of racial
inequality. It follows then that racial inequality must be addressed directly within bilingual
education programs. We cannot present bilingualism as solely an idealized economic resource
that will make individuals competitive in the global marketplace. After all, we must remember
that the earlier language-as-problem orientation proposed a linguistic solution to poverty,
inequality, and racism. To this end, we must ask whether we are making the same mistake by
proposing another linguistic solution—that is, are we now proposing that bilingualism promoted
through formal educational institutions will end poverty, inequality and racism? Zentella’s
(2007) assertion is one we must take very seriously: “[L]anguage is not the fundamental solution
because it is not the fundamental problem” (2007:36), and that “language is falsely constructed
as the root of educational, cultural, social, and political problems (2018:189). Language, of
course, is important to the Mexican and Mexican American experience in the United States.
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However, language learning must be paired with critiques of power, politics and racialization
(Leeman 2005).
While the ethnographic field site central to this dissertation was meant to be the
embodied space, global events were not kind to this aspect of the research. Not only did it throw
the entire world into flux, it has undoubtedly changed the “traditional” classroom and campus
college experience. It remains unclear where we are going from here. This makes it difficult to
answer the original research questions. The world has yet to level out, or find a new normal.
However, what we can observe was the durability of racializing and white supremacist
ideologies that helped shape, but also survived the pandemic. The language-as-(economic)resource orientation continues to shape the linguistic experience of UTRGV (and American
education), both before the pandemic and during its afterlife. UTRGV, to a large degree, and
depending on the intended readership, continues to deploy marketplace language to promote
itself as a bilingual institution. This hints at how well disseminated such discourses are and how
the field of higher education continues to be organized by notions of “prestige” and
“competitiveness” in a neoliberal world. I do not expect this to change anytime soon. Or, it might
be more accurate to say that the effects of the violent reorganization of higher education due to
the pandemic do not seem to have changed these ideological constructions very much.
The so-called Latino threat in combination with the deficiency perspective, continues to
shape social life and the educational experience in the Rio Grande Valley. The existence of
formal linguistic registers continues to be placed in opposition to the linguistic registers of the
Mexican home. I am not asserting that there are any particular linguistic patterns or empirical
linguistic features that emerge exclusively in the Mexican home. I am asserting that American
society—or, the gringo world structured by white supremacist ideologies and its material
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effects—are responsible for the division between the Mexican home and places elsewhere, such
as the university or any American school for that matter. The linguistic practices (real or
imagined) of the Mexican home continue to be stigmatized in the United States and the
distinction between formal/informal and public/private language continue to be entangled with
ideologies of race, class, gender and more. Can one university change the perception of Spanish,
Spanish-speakers, and Latinxs in the United States? My short answer is: no. But, it is most
definitely a new activist entry point for the people of the Rio Grande Valley.

“We're not a bilingual university”
I close with a return to one faculty member who raised a serious concern: What does it
mean to really be a bilingual university? At the most basic conceptual level, what counts as a
bilingual university produced a variety of characterizations from faculty members and students—
no one agreed what constituted a bilingual person, much less a bilingual institution. I return to
my conversation with “Professor Perez” from chapter four, who suggested the university not
only needs to promote English-Spanish bilingualism, but also needs to address the systematic
erasure of local histories perpetuated by local institutions, especially, public schools. At one
point in the interview, we discussed the marketing of UTRGV as a self-proclaimed bilingual
university. Perez responded with:
You have to be careful with that. That plays it up. I'm sorry, but it's false. I think you
need to be here and see what's going on at UTRGV, because any marketing, and any
company, and any website, they're gonna play themselves up. But the people who
actually work can tell you the realities. […] I look at that website and I think, ‘Really?
Where? Where is that? Where is any of that?’ It’s all show. It’s all show.
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Professor Perez offered an unfiltered criticism of the university marketing, which they insist was
blatantly “false,” and that “it’s all show.” Perez analogized the university with a “company” that
would represent itself in strategic ways to the public. The more interviews I conducted, the more
this appeared to be the case. Perez also suggested “the people who actually work can tell you the
realities.” Perez was familiar with my work (Mena & García 2020) and critiqued something they
believed myself and García were implying in the article. Perez said:
[Y]our article said that this is a bilingual university. We're not a bilingual university.
None of us, the faculty, we are not required to be bilingual.
[…]
[T]o be a fully bilingual university there has to be enough courses taught in Spanish and a
student should be able to take their degree fully in Spanish if they wanted to. I don't think
that's the case at UTRGV.
This represents a particular way to conceptualize what it means to be a bilingual institution, or
what it would take to really be a bilingual university. To Perez all the faculty should be EnglishSpanish bilinguals and students should be able to take their degree fully in Spanish. At first
glance, this felt like an impossibly high bar to meet. But, in another sense, it also seems to be a
reasonable minimum threshold of what might constitute a bilingual experience. But, how long
would it take to get there? Is the university taking the right approach? And, perhaps, most of all,
should creating a bilingual university the end goal? Or, perhaps a bilingual university can
become the means to something else?
UTRGV was full of scholar activists, and I made a point to cite as many as possible, both
past and present—particularly the research that I felt represented scholarship produced for and
with people of the RGV, as opposed to research “on” people from the RGV. Some of these
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scholars participated in this research as well. Many seem to be aiming their strategies of social
transformation at the scale of the individual student, the classroom, and even more so at local
independent school districts, grades K-12. In other words, for local language maintenance,
activism (as well as the reteaching of Spanish to students) did not start with the university, but in
the public schools. These activists’ goals involve creating relationships between the university
and public-school teachers, school boards and principals. Furthermore, language learning is often
not solely prioritized. Often it is paired with programs that emphasize learning Mexican
American history as well as theoretical approaches to race. For example, one UTRGV faculty
member was awarded a massive grant to start an Ethnic Studies program in a local high school.
I find such kinds of activist work just as important (perhaps, more important) than
learning the Spanish language as a marketable skill or as a “competitive edge” for individual
graduates. But, I also get the sense that perhaps promoting and attempting to bring into existence
a bilingual university is itself only a starting point, and a more effective way to undo the damage
of white supremacist ideologies and foster long-term change would begin in primary and
secondary education. This brings into view the question of scale, specifically what kind of harm
a single university can realistically redress—that is, should UTRGV aim to change the world, the
nation, or, perhaps aim to change the RGV region? I believe we are witnessing the challenging of
hegemonic ideas through multi-sited small-scale efforts (Joseph & Ramani 2012), beginning
with individual university classrooms as well as individual university actors attaining funds to
create ethnic-studies courses in local public high schools. At a global scale, however, a single
bilingual university is only a single site where hegemonic discourses can be questioned, but also
disseminated. As a public institution, it is unclear as to whether or not UTRGV is employing its
influence to confront the legacy of white supremacy in a way that would challenge the way race
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and language are valued in the United States. Nevertheless, the alliance with a major, but also
local bilingual university is an important early step to the wider acknowledgement that race and
language are co-constitutive concepts. And, in a region of the country where the gringo world is
the most marked perspective—the Rio Grande Valley of south Texas—perhaps the “uniqueness”
of the region lies in the potential to develop a community-wide, oppositional epistemological
world view, not just a community of college-degreed bilinguals.
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INTERVIEW PARTICIPANT LIST
(QUOTED IN DISSERTATION)
Faculty & Administrators
Francisco Guajardo (Faculty), conducted with author. September 6. 2020. Phone.
Stephanie Alvarez (Faculty), conducted with author. August 17, 2020. Zoom.
“Marci” (faculty), conducted with author on October 29, 2020. Zoom.
“Professor Garza” (Faculty/Administrator), conducted with author on September 15, 2020.
Zoom.
“Professor Perez”, (Faculty/Administrator), conducted with author on September 6, 2020. Zoom.
“Professor Jack Burton,” (Faculty), conducted with author on May 25 2021. In person.
“Professor Ned Nederlander” (Faculty), conducted with author on July 2, 2021. Zoom.
“Professor Vásquez” (Faculty/Administrator), conducted with author June 21, 2021.
“Professor Martinez” (Faculty/Administrator), conducted with author on June 17, 2021.

Undergraduate Students
“Ramona,” conducted with author on October 28, 2020. Zoom.
“Miranda,” conducted with author on November 20, 2020. Zoom.
“Jose Martinez,” conducted with author on June 9, 2021. Zoom.

Graduate Students
“Joan Lynn Garcia,” conducted with author on May 13, 2021. Zoom.
“Virgilio Martinez,” conducted with author on May 10, 2021. Zoom.
“Humberto Ramirez,” conducted with author on May 13, 2021. Zoom.
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